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Introduction


TOWARDS THE END of his long and distinguished life I visited Field Marshal The Lord Bramall at his home in Hampshire. Although he was over ninety years of age, I found that Dwin, as he insisted I call him, had lost none of his passion for discussing military affairs and, in particular, leadership. His precise and persuasive arguments that morning about what he felt made an effective leader drew heavily from a career that began leading a 35-man platoon in Normandy on 8 June 1944 and ended forty years later as Chief of the Defence Staff, the professional head of the British Armed Forces. As the field marshal plunged deep into history to illustrate the importance of apt leadership styles and why it is vital to win trust, I began to understand more why he was one of the most accomplished military leaders Britain has ever produced.


Dwin deployed an argument as deftly as a general might manoeuvre his principal fighting division, as he expounded on the enduring nature of leadership across the millennia, referencing Bernard Montgomery heavily during our conversation. ‘Monty could be an exceptional leader,’ he explained, ‘with a great talent for putting his message across and getting things done how he wanted – but could also be extremely difficult.’1


There was no doubt that Dwin admired much about Montgomery. The field marshal presented a young Lieutenant Bramall with the ribbon for a Military Cross awarded for his leadership in October 1944, when he cleared a German post with grenades and his Sten gun. Before Bramall met the great man at the presentation, one of Montgomery’s aides had given him some advice: ‘The Field Marshal will ask you whether you and he have ever met before. He will not mind if you say “Yes” or “No”, but he will mind if you say you can’t remember.’2 Dwin chuckled at the memory, shaking his head.


As our discussion progressed, Dwin became keen to discuss what he termed ‘the privilege of responsibility’. Whether leading a small team in combat to seize tactically important ground, or clashing with Whitehall mandarins over the implications of budget cuts, ‘the personal sense of responsibility,’ Dwin expounded, ‘does not feel different and nor does the sense that one is extremely fortunate to be faced with such challenges and looked to by others for a way forward.’


Taking a pause to gather his thoughts but looking me straight in the eye, he continued: ‘It does not matter what one’s appointment is or the tests that one faces, leadership is essential. Leadership underpins everything the Army does and involves everybody. Success is always founded on good leadership while with failure the opposite is very often true. It is vital, absolutely vital, to find a way to inspire men to do the mundane as well as the extraordinary. Yes, inspire is the correct word – inspire and motivate.’ The field marshal then explained how he, and those who inspired him, encouraged men to follow. He emphasized his belief that the methods and style adopted by an individual leader have to take account of many variables if they are to be successful.


Academics David Day and John Antonakis concur, having written that leadership is shaped by ‘the leader’s dispositional characteristics and behaviours, follower perceptions and attributions of the leader, and the context in which the influencing process occurs’.3 Yet while obvious attributes such as moral courage, decisiveness and calmness under pressure are essential for leader effectiveness, it is leadership skills – such as the ability to communicate, empathize and create an esprit de corps – which will make a leader potent.4 Successful military leaders therefore need to possess both intra- and inter-personal skills if their leadership is to work, and this requires constant attention to the art of leading and constant attention to how they might improve their abilities. As Harry S. Laver and Jeffrey J. Matthews note in The Art of Command, a study of nine commanders from George Washington to Colin Powell: ‘Their careers demonstrate that the quality of one’s leadership ability develops over years, even decades. None of them began their careers in the military as exceptional leaders. They did, however, have the good fortune to serve under effective mentors, and, more significantly, each had the good sense to learn from the examples set by these role models.’5


With each new role, every advance in rank and each new context, it is particularly important that officers and soldiers think again about their leadership and what is demanded of them. While an army will do what it can to prepare individuals for the next stage in their career (for traditionally armies grow their own leaders), selfdevelopment remains indispensable because there is always a need to translate organizational training and education into something that reflects the leader as an individual. Even if enlisted soldiers make up by far the greater proportion of an army, finding time to improve one’s leadership is particularly important to officers because they dominate command appointments in which they have legal responsibility for the ‘direction, coordination and control of military forces’.6 Leadership is an indispensable constituent of command – which makes its own heavy demands on an individual’s professional and personal competencies – but no matter what role or context an officer happens to be working in, proficient leadership drives military effectiveness, for as the ancient Greek writer Herodotus wrote nearly two and a half thousand years ago, ‘Circumstances rule men; men do not rule circumstances.’7 In being recognized as the personification of an army’s values, standards and leadership philosophy, a leader not only creates a positive local climate but helps to reinforce the healthy organizational culture upon which the army’s fighting power depends.8 It is a poorly advised army, therefore, that does not take heed of Jörg Muth’s assertion in his book Command Culture that ‘troops fight the way they are led’9 and, ultimately, fighting is what an army exists to do.


During our discussion about military culture, Dwin Bramall began to speak with great knowledge about the impact of three particular leaders: George Patton, Bernard Montgomery and Erwin Rommel. Born between 1885 and 1891, they came into the world at the height of an industrial revolution which powered the Age of Empire in Europe and the Gilded Age in the United States, and fuelled the First World War. All three officers participated in the 1914–18 cataclysm, and like millions of others, the field marshal emphasized, were so affected by their wartime experiences that it became a fundamental influence on their lives. Yet neither Patton, Montgomery nor Rommel were dissuaded by the carnage from seeking military careers when the guns finally fell silent, and in time the army became their great passion. Each became wholly dedicated to the profession of arms and, being exceptional officers and leaders, they prospered. Yet despite the broad similarities between the three men, there were marked differences in their approaches to leadership due to the individuality bestowed on them by their genes, upbringing, life experience and relationships. Together, these stimuli created three unique personalities – which, in turn, determined each man’s leadership style.10


During our discussion about the complex and nuanced web of what makes one man willingly follow another, the field marshal suggested that I use the lives of Patton, Montgomery and Rommel to reveal ‘the short steps on the long journey of leadership’.11 The result is this book, which seeks, through the eyes of a military historian, to explore the many and various influences that shaped Patton, Montgomery and Rommel as men, as soldiers and, principally, as leaders. It will chart their leadership development through war and peace and through good times and bad. It is a military biography of three officers, viewed through the prism of leadership, as they became among the most prominent officers in their armies and, eventually, in early 1943, all fought in Tunisia. North Africa, however, did not mark the end of the leadership odyssey for Patton, Montgomery or Rommel; it instead acted as a waypoint on the route to a final confrontation in northern Europe, at the end of which, two of these remarkable men would be dead.










CHAPTER ONE



Early Years and Junior
Leaders, 1880s–1914


IN LATE SPRING 1905, the body of shoemaker Hiram Cronk was displayed in the main lobby of New York City Hall. Cronk was given this honour not because he had been 105 years of age at the time of his passing, but because he had been the last surviving veteran of the War of 1812. When his body was finally removed from view (after some 925,000 people visited to pay their respects), Cronk was transported through New York streets lined with thousands of onlookers, in a hearse drawn by four gleaming black horses and escorted by men who had fought in the Civil War. Remarking on a scene that he felt marked the end of a more noble era, the correspondent of West Virginia’s Bluefield Daily Telegraph recorded that the old soldier was ‘the last link connecting the simplicity of Jefferson’s day with the strenuous complexity of the present’.1


The Second Industrial Revolution and the rapid economic growth that accompanied it had ushered in a new age. Advances in manufacturing technology were supported by a rapidly developing railway network that linked modern cities and had, along with the telegraph and telephones, transformed the nation by the dawn of the twentieth century.2 An aspirational society agitated for governmentled reform, while men of influence called for the United States to exert itself more forcefully in the international arena. A stronger, more confident nation with a clear identity had emerged, and it rippled with ambition. By 1905 the balance of the world’s power was shifting, and in this dangerous but opportunity-laden arena George S. Patton, Bernard Montgomery and Erwin Rommel sought to make their mark.


The nineteenth century was filled with dominant figures – colossi that strode the world stage and, whether politicians or generals, artists or businessmen, explorers or sportsmen, kept increasingly literate populations absorbed by their achievements – and in that patriarchal society, exceptionally successful specimens of the male sex were used by their respective nations as inspirational figures in a competitive era. Indeed, in 1841 the philosopher Thomas Carlyle published On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History in which he argued that ‘Great Men should rule and that other men should revere them’.3 Yet while Carlyle believed that ‘the great’ should be role models for the young, he also theorized that their successful emulation was limited to those blessed with inherently ‘heroic’ dispositional traits at birth. A generation later, however, the notion that an individual’s ability to achieve the remarkable was determined solely by what we now know as genetics was challenged by those who postulated that the creation of leaders also depended on the environment into which they were born. In 1873, for example, Herbert Spencer opined in The Study of Sociology that early social conditioning moulded personalities, outlook and approach, and that ‘before [a Great Man] can remake his society, his society must make him’.4


Patton, Montgomery and Rommel were, therefore, born to an era in which the dominant belief was that privileged upper-middle-class professional and aristocratic families alone formed the ‘leadership class’ – for it was thought offspring not only inherited the most favourable genes for the task, but were also exposed to the positive societal influences that were required to develop the necessary traits.


— ¤ —


George S. Patton Jr was born to a wealthy family of high-achievers. In the century before his birth, his ancestors included Brigadier General Hugh Mercer, Democrat congressman John Mercer Patton, and the latter’s son, George Smith Patton – who, with seven of his brothers, fought under the Confederate flag during the Civil War. An accomplished leader who displayed great personal courage, coolness and decisiveness, George Smith Patton was mortally wounded aged thirty-one while commanding a brigade in the Third Battle of Winchester in September 1864. He was laid to rest next to his brother, Waller Tazewell Patton, who himself had died of wounds during Pickett’s Charge at Gettysburg in July the previous year, while commanding the 7th Virginia Infantry Regiment.


The stories of their heroism and sacrifice were well known to George Smith Patton’s four children – including George S. Patton, whose impoverished mother, Susan, instilled in him a set of strong values during his upbringing in California. Based on loyalty, hard work and discipline, Mrs Patton’s principles were to stand her son in good stead for his time at the Virginia Military Institute (VMI) during the mid-1870s. There George became the first-ranking officer cadet in his class, before returning to California to study law where, in 1884, he passed the California bar examination and married Ruth Wilson. Ruth was the daughter of the late Benjamin Wilson, one of California’s founding fathers, the first elected mayor of Los Angeles, a great landowner and a successful businessman. Together, George and Ruth raised two children on Benjamin’s glorious Lake Vineyard estate. The first, born on 11 November 1885, was given the Patton family’s traditional name for a first son: George.


‘Georgie’, as George Junior became known, enjoyed an idyllic childhood with his sister Anne (known as ‘Nita’). The pair revelled in the freedom they had to explore the countryside, ride and do whatever else they could find to entertain and exhaust themselves. They were blissfully unaware that their father had sacrificed his burgeoning legal career to run the by-then-ailing Wilson empire and that he constantly struggled to maintain his family’s lifestyle, which included the frequent and lavish entertainment of guests in their large home boasting both servants and stables.


One house guest became a permanent fixture, and worked assiduously to dominate the household. Annie, or ‘Nannie’ as she was known to the family, was Ruth’s tyrannical spinster sister. She quickly established herself as a primary influence on young Georgie, whom she mollycoddled as if he were her own. His parents tolerated this, not least because Nannie was a great stimulant to Georgie’s imagination by encouraging his role-playing of the fictional characters she read about to him from Homer, Scott, Kipling and Shakespeare, as well as historical figures including Alexander the Great, Napoleon Bonaparte, Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson.5 His was an informal education until entering school at the age of eleven, where some previously identified difficulties with reading, writing and spelling were confirmed.


Biographers disagree over the cause of these learning difficulties, some arguing that they were the result of dyslexia while others merely the result of his late entry into school.6 Whatever the cause, the situation demanded that George find ways to overcome the challenges his learning difficulties produced, and he largely succeeded. Although his spelling remained poor for the rest of his life, George S. Patton Jr became a fluent writer and a voracious reader. Nevertheless, his lack of educational ‘normality’, and lack of early socialization with other boys in the formal, structured setting of an educational establishment, did see George marked out as ‘different’ during his early years at school, and therefore vulnerable to peers who pounced unsympathetically on anybody unlike themselves. Consequentially he felt slow, stupid and something of an outsider while at school, and this, in turn, created within him a need for approval, reassurance and acknowledgement.7 These were also circumstances that fuelled George’s fiery desire to succeed and – of great importance to him – not disgrace his family name. An intelligent boy who recognized the value of hard work, in time he was able to successfully manage his complicated relationship with words. Indeed, by the age of sixteen he began the work required to win a coveted place at the United States Military Academy West Point.


Although West Point then trained a minority of US Army officers, a disproportionate number of its graduates achieved the most senior ranks.8 Patton prepared for the gruelling entrance examination while at VMI, and his father set about mobilizing his agents of influence to win for his son the single West Point nomination that his senator, Thomas R. Bard, could make each year. Application to the task and not inconsiderable sacrifice on the part of both Georges led to success: Patton passed the entrance examination in March 1904 and Bard awarded the eighteen-year-old his nomination soon after. This success reinforced in George that, with discipline, industry and the right connections, he could achieve anything he wanted. To that end, George wrote to his father that summer determined that he would become a general, stating, ‘I will do my best to attain what I consider – wrongly perhaps – my destiny.’9


Whatever his destiny, George knew that the four-year West Point course would be a severe test of his body and mind as well as a formative experience. The syllabus was heavily academic with an emphasis on mathematics, the sciences and engineering (to Patton’s chagrin, no specific military history course was offered and nothing on infantry tactics), all delivered in a dry style by passionless military staff who lacked expertise in what they were teaching.10 The academy was less a haven of critical thinking and more a crammer-cum-finishing-school which exalted discipline and drill. George had no difficulty with ‘bull and starch’, but he found the absorbing of vast quantities of knowledge to pass the examinations particularly challenging. Moreover, although he desperately wanted to become a leader, Patton found that West Point offered little developmental opportunity because its officer cadets were admitted on the assumption that they already possessed the necessary traits to be effective leaders. The first (‘plebe’) year was notorious for its ‘hazing’ – bullying by senior cadets – which was designed to break some cadets and help staff identify those who failed to show the required stoicism. The West Point experience, therefore, produced resilient, courageous, disciplined officers with strong academic credentials, but who knew precious little about soldiering, officership or leadership. Indeed, George C. Marshall, the future Chief of Staff of the US Army, later identified the academy as having a negative influence on the Army because it taught ‘how to give commands and to look firm and inexorable’ and, what is more, the cadets ‘largely had to find [their] knowledge of leadership and command from… the disciplining of “plebes”.’11


West Point was very different from the comfortable world Patton had previously inhabited, where his foibles were accepted, his demands acceded to and his intolerances went unchallenged. The narrow-minded and soft young George, therefore, failed to endear himself to his fellow cadets, whom he derided as of ‘lesser character’ and ‘not quite gentlemen’, and he was severely bullied in return.12 Thus, he remained an outsider, devoid of both the close friendships that West Point promoted and the appreciation of his talents that he had come to rely on as a child. Surrounded by capable, bright, fit peers who enjoyed each other’s company, Patton wrote frequent selfpitying letters to his father, including one at the end of 1904 which stated, ‘I am a characterless, lazy, stupid, yet ambitious dreamer; who will degenerate into a third rate second lieutenant and never command anything more than a platoon.’13 Such missives were most frequently written at times of stress or failure, which meant, therefore, that a flurry of letters arrived in California at the end of his first year when, having failed his mathematics examination, he was required to retake the entire year.


Already tenacious and convinced that failing to graduate from West Point was unconscionable, the increasingly obstinate young man redoubled his efforts. In the small black notebook that he took to carrying during his time as an officer cadet in order to record his thoughts, his first entry read simply: ‘Do your damdest [sic] always.’14 Over the next four years, whenever his academic grades dipped – which they frequently did – he managed to raise them just before his examinations. However, he consistently failed to create any warmth between himself and his fellow officer cadets. When promoted to second corporal in the spring of 1906, for example, Patton’s overzealousness and ability to irritate soon saw him demoted to sixth corporal. It was a chastening experience but he gradually recovered the ranks – the West Point staff showing they valued his military demeanour – to become sergeant major in his third (classman) year, and was then promoted into the role he coveted most: regimental adjutant. He was effective in each of these appointments, but never popular because he delighted in punishing the minor infractions of his fellows while boasting that he would be a general by the age of thirty. In the back of a library textbook in April 1909 he wrote an unfinished list titled ‘Qualities Of A Great General’:




1.  Tactically aggressive (loves a fight)


2.  Strength of character


3.  Steadiness of purpose


4.  Acceptance of responsibility


5.  Energy


6.  Good health and strength


7.  ____15





By the time he had written these words, Patton had already decided that, like the great generals of history, he would wear a mask of command. This mask, he believed, conveyed an authority that he might otherwise lack, and imbued him with a gravitas and an aura that made his leadership compelling. In George’s case, however, the mask was less a means of changing persona and more a means of making up for his leadership deficiencies – most notably his poor ability to win the respect of his subordinates. However, in adopting what biographer Carlo D’Este has called ‘his authoritarian, macho, warrior personality’,16 Patton remained out of step with other officer cadets, even though he believed they were out of step with him.


Patton graduated 46th in a class of 103 in June 1909, revealing a solid but unspectacular performance at the Academy despite his grand ambitions. He joined the cavalry, a traditional and glamorous organization well suited to an accomplished rider who had admired the dashing boldness of soldiers on horseback since childhood. The greatest immediate challenge facing Patton on commissioning was how to do what West Point had signally failed to prepare him to do: lead soldiers in the field army. During his five years at the Academy he had only very occasionally set eyes on an enlisted man, and had not received training in even the most rudimentary military skills, including shooting.17 As a consequence, when Patton arrived at Fort Sheridan, Illinois, in September 1909 to begin his first tour of duty as a second lieutenant in the 15th Cavalry Regiment, there was some resentment among the men of his platoon that he had the authority and a sense of entitlement but was useless to them. It was essential, therefore, that Patton absorb as much professional knowledge as he could, as quickly as possible, and develop a strong relationship with his non-commissioned officers (NCOs) in the process.


The issue of poorly prepared junior officers was, however, just one of many that beset a US Army whose significant capability deficiencies had been exposed by the Spanish-American War (1898) and the Filipino-American War (1899–1902). The modernization programme that followed was well intentioned, but with a small budget. With its 85,000 officers and men scattered over a panoply of small, rundown garrisons, the US Army remained a demoralized and fragmented force when Patton joined.18 Nevertheless, reform had begun before Patton joined the Army, with the ambition of developing it from an old-fashioned frontier police force into something fit for an innovative nation with growing power and expectations. The structural changes that followed, for example, saw the establishment of divisional formations that made the Army capable of undertaking swift expansion should the need arise. Progress was also made in 1903 with the creation of a General Staff to plan, investigate and coordinate military activity under the auspices of a Chief of Staff of the US Army, the professional head of the service. It was an initiative that gave the Army the cerebral and organizational firepower it had been lacking for so long, and produced a new emphasis on officer development that was designed to better prepare its people for specific career stages. The enterprise included cohered courses which ran in garrison and branch schools, the staff college at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, and at the recently created US Army War College in Washington.19 The turn of the century also saw a modern officer career-management introduced with responsibility for promotions, assignments and tours, and rotation between staff and command assignments punctuated by periodic professional training. In sum, the changes were a significant advance in the professionalization of the US Army and, ultimately, were of great advantage to ambitious, energetic and talented officers like George Patton.


Despite the change gripping the Army at the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, there was little to show for it at Fort Sheridan, which remained a small and dilapidated cavalry outpost thirty miles north of Chicago, home to Troop K of the 15th Cavalry Regiment. Patton found a lethargy in the Troop’s attitude to soldiering which, under the mentorship of Captain Francis Marshall – the patient, professional and diligent commander of the unit – he sought to rectify. Second Lieutenant Patton inevitably made some elementary mistakes in the early days of his command, mostly the result of the young officer’s desire to show the qualities of a strong leader rather than ensuring that his leadership was appropriate. Overplaying his rank, being exceedingly officious and losing his temper (particularly during his first introduction to leading soldiers) were all behaviours that had dogged his time at West Point, and now they haunted his platoon until a combination of NCOs and Marshall taught him the error of his ways. The lessons were hard, but Patton absorbed them. On one occasion, having humiliated an enlisted man in front of his colleagues for failing to properly tether a horse, when his rage subsided Patton returned and apologized personally to the man in question and then to all those who had witnessed the unsavoury scene. It was the first of many occasions during his long career in which Patton found it necessary to ask for the forgiveness of subordinates, colleagues or superiors. Marshall pointed out the need for leaders to be aware of their attitudes, behaviours and actions on others rather than merely expecting a positive reaction to an officer with authority. The wise troop leader also recommended that Patton should seek to have greater empathy with his subordinates – not just to be seen as an officer who took an interest, but to be better placed to energize, motivate and inspire them day to day.


Fort Sheridan was a learning ground for Patton in many ways, be it in the art of leadership, the skills that he expected his men to have, or how to use his spare time for self-improvement. To his credit, while other junior officers frittered away long hours loafing in the mess, Patton read deeply, reflected on the profession of arms and engaged in a vigorous theoretical correspondence with friends and colleagues. In so doing he was acting on his own advice, having written in his little black notebook while at West Point: ‘I believe that in order for a man to become a great soldier… it is necessary for him to be so thoroughly conversant with all sorts of military possibilities that when ever an occasion arises he has at hand with out effort on his part a parallel.’20 His assiduous attention to the profession of arms was to become an important part of Patton’s life.


The young officer also found ample time to participate in a range of sports, particularly those involving horses but also fencing and pistol shooting, as well as enjoying a full social life in camp and in nearby Chicago. During his frequent trips to the city he became reacquainted with Beatrice Ayer, the beautiful and talented daughter of an eighty-year-old Boston multimillionaire and a distant relative who had visited Lake Vineyard several years earlier. A romance developed, and in May 1910, after a short courtship, the couple were married at Avalon, the Ayer family mansion in Prides Crossing, Massachusetts. Yet while for the young officer the match required relatively minor changes to his lifestyle, for Beatrice, taking a lowly paid junior Army officer as her husband and swapping comforts and glamorous society for cramped accommodation in the austere Fort Sheridan married quarters, it demanded considerable sacrifice. Beatrice had not only married George S. Patton, she had also married the US Army and she did not find the transition at all easy.


The arrival of the couple’s first child, Beatrice (known as ‘Bee’), in March 1911 did little to improve Mrs Patton’s feeling of dislocation, for although the baby could have strengthened the union with her husband, it instead sent George into a jealous malaise, caused by Bee’s monopolization of her mother, which lasted several months. By the autumn, George had come to recognize that Beatrice was not going to undermine the needs of her child to pamper a selfish husband and he transformed into the doting father that he was to remain, but the episode did reveal Patton’s deep desire to be the centre of attention and his proclivity for bouts of poor mental health.


Although what precisely caused George’s sudden acceptance of his daughter’s needs is unknown, being given temporary command of Troop K in Marshall’s absence may well have shaken him out of his misery. It was followed soon after by more good news – he had been posted to Fort Myer in Arlington, Virginia, just three miles from the White House. His new job with Troop A at the headquarters of the 15th Cavalry Regiment would put Patton within easy reach of the powerful men in the capital city, the society that his wife craved and an opportunity to combine both. Indeed, Fort Myer was the official residence of the Chief of Staff of the US Army and an array of other senior officers, and as soon as Patton arrived in December 1911 he wasted no time in ensuring that their paths crossed. It was a watershed event in Patton’s career and ‘his life and military development entered a wholly new phase, the real beginning of his rise to fame’.21 With their larger and more comfortable quarters, the Pattons hired a full-time maid and a chauffeur to drive the family car, and Patton purchased a thoroughbred horse to add to his own burgeoning stable. He rode each morning for exercise and to make new and prestigious acquaintances. On one such ride Patton met Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, with whom, despite their eighteen-year age difference, he began a friendship that was to last until the end of Patton’s life.


Captain Julian R. Lindsey, the commander of Patton’s troop, must have watched his new subordinate’s approach to life at Fort Myer with some curiosity, because it was flamboyant even for the cavalry. Yet Patton must have revealed more than just an ability to attract attention, for by the spring of 1912 he had been appointed squadron quartermaster, a much sought-after position, and his annual report rated him ‘excellent’ in his attention to duty, professional zeal, general bearing and military appearance, and ‘very good’ for intelligence, judgement, instructing, drilling and handling enlisted men.22 Attentive to his duties but always keen to fill his time constructively, Patton began to write military articles and pamphlets to help develop himself, but also to get noticed. Although his first pieces (such as Principles of Scouting, published in February 191223) were focused on the cavalry and well received, his aspiration was to examine issues of broader interest to the US Army.


Patton’s ambition to be a man of influence was furthered by his selection to represent the United States in the new modern pentathlon event at the 1912 Summer Olympics in Stockholm. As the sport saw all competitors drawn from their nations’ respective armies, the 26-year-old Patton was a natural choice for US selectors looking for an individual adept at swimming, pistol shooting, running, fencing and riding. Although finishing fifth was a frustration for the young officer, the US press gave Patton such significant coverage that by the time he returned he had become something of a celebrity, and he was the toast of prestigious dinner parties at which, as one fellow guest wrote, ‘the young man needed little encouragement to tell his tales of his triumphs’.24 The name ‘Patton’ rippled through Washington society and was known by the Chief of Staff of the US Army, Major General Leonard Wood, who by the autumn of 1912 was a regular on the rides that Patton and Stimson took together. It was company that gave George confidence as well as connections that he might mobilize in the future, but he remained a junior officer with a little local fame that he recognized was based on a limited achievement.


To make a real impact, Patton knew that he had to offer something that others found valuable, and this was also important to his leadership of his platoon at Fort Myer. There, however, he was often left exasperated by his subordinates’ failure to show any improvement in their military skills despite his best efforts to train them. After one particularly unsuccessful day on the ranges, he wrote to Beatrice: ‘Our great trouble is that men do not do what they are told. They think too much! This talk about the independence of the American soldier will cost a lot of lives, if we would teach them to obay [sic] we would do much better than teaching them to shoot.’25 It was a challenge that reinforced his long-held belief that discipline was the cornerstone of military competency, and this had to be laid securely by leaders before a soldier could be commanded, far less led.


Patton was addressing such matters at the end of 1912 by asserting his will directly on those he commanded when, unexpectedly, he was plucked from regimental duties and dropped into a very different context, as a temporary assistant in the Chief of Staff’s office, and became advisor to the Ordnance Department. On his way back from Stockholm, Patton had taken a sojourn at the French Cavalry School in Saumur to learn from the best fencing instructor in the French Army, and now, while waiting for his article ‘The Form and Use of the Saber’ to be published, he assisted in the development of what became known on its issue as the ‘Patton Saber’.26


George Patton’s stock was on the rise, and in the spring of 1913, when his short appointment came to an end, he had every right to feel that, at last, he was making a difference to the US Army as a specialist. His growing knowledge and skill as a swordsman continued with another course at Saumur that summer, following which he attended the Mounted Service School at Fort Riley, Kansas, not only as a student on a career course but also as ‘Master of the Sword’, an instructor to more senior officers on advanced programmes. Learning to use a sword had started with play when Patton was a child but had become a passion, and he had become a stylishly effective swordsman in his twenties. During the first class he delivered at Fort Riley, Patton was keenly aware that he was junior to those he needed to influence and so said, ‘I realize how hard it must be to take instruction from a man you must regard as still a little damp behind the ears. But gentlemen, I am about to demonstrate to you that I have been an expert with the sword, if nothing else, for at least fifteen years, and in that respect I am your senior.’27 He then waved in the air the two wooden swords that he and his sister used to play with as children at Lake Vineyard, to peals of laughter from the watching officers. Patton went on to demonstrate his skill and deep knowledge of swordsmanship, and held his audience in the palm of his expensively gloved hand.


Such were his abilities, moreover, that upon graduation from the course in May 1914, Patton was awarded one of just ten highly coveted places on the school’s Troop Commander’s course. There was no question of him refusing such an invitation even if it did mean more time away from his family and being remote from world events. Thus, as Europe descended into war, and second lieutenants from the belligerent armies took their chances, George Patton looked on enviously from a distant US Army camp in the middle of Kansas.


— ¤ —


Bernard Montgomery was from a solidly middle-class family that unwittingly shaped him into something of a rebel. Born in London on 17 November 1887 to Reverend Henry and Maud Montgomery, the fourth of their nine children, Bernard was expected by his family to contribute to a British Empire that was a source of gloating satisfaction among the privileged classes and of growing envy to international competitors. The Montgomerys could trace their roots back 900 years (although a little tenuously) to the Norman warrior Roger de Montgomeri, a trusted soldier and confidant of William the Conqueror who became one of the most influential men in England in the years after the 1066 invasion. More recently, Samuel Montgomery, Bernard’s great-grandfather, had been a successful Irish merchant who by 1750 had acquired enough wealth to build New Park House on sixty acres at Moville in the northern Irish county of Donegal. Just weeks after Bernard’s birth, the heavily mortgaged New Park was inherited by Reverend Henry after the death of his father, Sir Robert Montgomery, a former Lieutenant Governor of the Punjab. It was a huge financial burden for a junior clergyman, then vicar of St Mark’s in Kennington in south London, who also had responsibility for a growing family. Henry did what he could to safeguard the family seat, but his endeavours demanded significant sacrifices by his children, who grew up in a family for which thrift was a virtue born of necessity. Maud consequently ran the family’s finances while her husband conducted his ministry, allocating him a tiny weekly allowance and asserting a ruthless discipline on all – which was to affect Bernard for the rest of his life.


Maud Montgomery was the daughter of Frederic Farrar, a noted figure in Victorian society, a prolific author, a former head of Marlborough School and an esteemed clergyman who was destined to end his days as canon of Westminster Abbey. Maud met her future husband when she was just a girl and Henry worked under her father as a curate while Frederic was rector of St Margaret’s, Westminster (Parliament’s church). They married in 1881 and were soon producing a family, on which Maud sought to impose strict order and Christian values in what conservatives perceived as a ‘rapidly changing and immoral world’.28 She dominated the Montgomery household while Henry concentrated on his professional duties, which, due to his immense hard work and considerable talents, saw him promoted to Bishop of Tasmania in 1889. It was a great honour but demanded yet more sacrifice from his family, which was summarily uprooted from the urban sprawl when Bernard was two and transplanted to the tiny leafy city of Hobart on the other side of the world.


Here the Montgomery children were home-tutored and left free to explore the local countryside, glorying in their independence. They were always aware, however, that independence was allowed only within the confines of their affectionless mother’s strict rules, which, if broken, would most likely end with a physical punishment. Of all the Montgomery household, Bernard was the most likely to stand up to his mother, which inevitably led to a confrontation between two immensely stubborn individuals and saw him later write, ‘My early life was a series of fierce battles.’29


On returning to London in 1902 when his father took up a new appointment, Bernard and his older brother Donald were enrolled as day boys at St Paul’s, a high-achieving and traditional English public school in London. On his arrival Bernard was not deemed as academically able as the majority of his contemporaries and was placed in what was commonly referred to as the ‘Army Class’ (for, as Montgomery later admitted, ‘In those days the Army did not attract the best brains in the country’30). Bernard worked diligently at his studies, but although he remained a mediocre student in the classroom, he quickly gained a reputation for being a rule breaker who excelled on the games field. Slight, wiry and agile, the young Montgomery had the speed of thought and limb that made him an outstanding rugby and cricket player, while also being one of the school’s top swimmers.


The sporting accolades that came his way over his years at St Paul’s more than compensated for his lack of academic acumen in the eyes of other boys. Nevertheless, Bernard’s extracurricular accomplishments did little to allay the concerns of his parents, who towards the end of his time at the school received a report which stated that their son was ‘rather backward for his age’.31 Young Montgomery, it seemed, was best suited to life as an army officer, and so in the autumn of 1906 he sat the entrance examinations for the Royal Military College Sandhurst (RMC). The fact that Montgomery passed a decent 72nd out of the 177 who sat the examination was all that Henry and Maud needed to confirm that a respectable career awaited their son, and they spared no effort in encouraging him to take up the Army’s offer of a place on its commissioning course.32


The British Army in the first decade of the twentieth century was smarting after the unsettling experience of the 1899–1902 Anglo-Boer War. Although ending in victory against the two Boer republics that were demonstrating their anger at the British Empire’s influence in southern Africa and despite a numerical superiority of nearly six to one, the British had struggled to impose their will in the face of the Boers’ guerrilla warfare. The long and expensive war instigated several official enquiries, the recommendations of which prompted reforms which sought to make the Army more professional and broadly improve its fighting capabilities.33


Considering the increasing threat to Britain offered by Germany’s military build-up and foreign policy ambitions, many influential commentators regarded such developments as not coming a moment too soon. With leadership having been identified as critical in the required transformation, measures focused on improving officer training were among the first to be initiated. Criticisms of the RMC had been made by a government committee which reported in 1902 that the college was more like a public school than an institution designed to turn out military professionals, and led to an immediate overhaul of its syllabus, teaching and assessments.34 The aim, the committee explained, was to ensure that an RMC student was no longer instilled with a dislike of military study ‘which too often remains with him throughout his career’.35 Field Marshal Lord Kitchener, Commander-in-Chief of the British Army in India and founder of the Indian Staff College at Quetta, believed in the objective, as he regretted that there was ‘too often a want of serious study of their profession by officers who are, I think, rather inclined to deal too lightly with military questions of moment’.36


As a consequence, when Bernard Montgomery arrived at the RMC on 30 January 1907 for his twelve-month course, he was entering an institution in the middle of a slew of important changes in how it produced young men fit for the challenge of leading in a twentieth-century army. Montgomery thoroughly enjoyed his early weeks at Sandhurst, was soon promoted to lance corporal, and by the summer was rated ‘excellent’ by the commandant.37 He continued to excel at team sports, performed well in the practical exercises, and enjoyed a syllabus which now included tactics, military history and geography.38 While there was no specific leader and leadership training or education, the entire course was driven by the need to develop an officer cadet’s character and provide him with the basic military skills required in his first appointment. Specifically selected military instructors immediately made improvements to the course, and Montgomery was among the first to attend a new summer camp created to test leadership and practical military skills in the field. Encouraged to excel by the competition engendered by this new breed of instructor, Officer Cadet Montgomery nonetheless very nearly failed to commission.


In December 1907, just before their final examinations, a small group of officer cadets held down a colleague in his room while Montgomery set fire to his shirt tails. The injuries that the young man sustained required his hospitalization, and Montgomery’s castigation was severe. He escaped expulsion from the RMC only after a personal plea by his mother, but was censured, demoted and ‘back-termed’ to repeat the final three months of the course. It was an embarrassing brush with disaster. Checking his behaviour and applying himself to his work, Montgomery eventually passed his examinations to graduate from Sandhurst a creditable 35th out of 150 in the spring of 1908.39 His reward was a commission into the Royal Warwickshire Regiment, a traditional and inexpensive county regiment with a fine heritage in which talent would shine brightly. ‘Monty’, as he was known to friends and colleagues, left Sandhurst and moved away from his family without hesitation, determined to embrace fresh opportunities and a new life.


Second Lieutenant Montgomery’s first posting was to the 1st Battalion Royal Warwickshire Regiment in the ancient city of Peshawar, then in India and located close to the strategically sensitive North-West Frontier of the British Empire. Threatened by Russia and Afghanistan and frequent raids by Pashtun tribes, the officers and men of the 1st Royal Warwicks had to be on their mettle. As a platoon commander responsible for fifty men, Montgomery soon learned that the culture in the battalion was not sympathetic to idleness.40 It was an excellent environment for his development as a leader, and he set about discovering his troops’ fighting capability and what, as he later wrote, ‘made them tick’.41 He also attended as many courses to improve his own skills and knowledge as time would allow, including musketry, machine gunnery and signals, while also taking lessons in Urdu and the local Pashtu dialect. In every spare moment, rather than relaxing in the mess with his peers, Monty read a wide range of books, articles and Army publications that would provide him with a better understanding of his profession. This distinguished him from most other officers in the battalion, but as he later wrote, ‘Looking back, I would put this period as the time when it was becoming apparent to me that to succeed one must master one’s profession.’42


As a junior leader, Montgomery was particularly keen to understand his soldiers and how to interact with them, paying particularly careful attention to his communication skills and what worked best to get a certain effect.43 Many of his fellow officers treated the enlisted men with undisguised scorn and then complained that they were disobedient, whereas Montgomery endeavoured to be respectful and to show that he valued the efforts of his platoon. ‘The men were splendid’, he later wrote, ‘they were natural soldiers and as good material as anyone could want. The British officers were not all so good.’44


His general disapproval of his fellow officers was based on the lack of professionalism that he judged to pervade the battalion, for although everybody seemed busy, he saw plenty of socializing and administration but precious little dynamism. Montgomery did not drink, nor did he enjoy the gossip or childish games that were endemic in an officers’ mess that proscribed talking ‘shop’ and junior officers speaking their minds. To his peers, Montgomery was seen as a bit of a bore, too intense and too obviously energetic. Clement Tomes, a fellow subaltern, later recalled ‘it is [Bernard’s] keenness that seems to stand out most in my memory’, while others felt he got too close to his men and derided his decision to ape his men by tattooing his forearms.45 But Montgomery did not particularly care to be like other officers unless he could see a purpose in it, and far from being concerned about his colleagues’ sneering remarks about his behaviour, he luxuriated in the knowledge that his platoon was developing into the best in the company and one of the most capable in the battalion.


From the outset of his career, Bernard Montgomery did not court popularity but rather respect, for he sought not to be measured by some mistaken belief in the need to conform but purely on his results. Had his sporting prowess not been quite so compelling, Montgomery may well have found himself exiled by his brother officers – a situation that was to be avoided at all costs in the complex world of the regimental family – but instead he was perceived as a distinctly odd young man, although with an attention to detail, self-discipline and sporting talent that demanded he be tolerated.


One of the traits Montgomery displayed while still in his first appointment that was sure to have raised an eyebrow among his fellow officers was his blatant ambition. Although promoted to full lieutenant in April 1910, he remained frustrated that, like in most other armies, promotion in the British Army was not predicated on talent but on time served (seniority) when a vacancy was open.46 Montgomery reacted in the only way he could, to patiently make the most of the opportunities that came his way and to prepare assiduously for the day when his responsibilities would broaden. He therefore revelled in the battalion’s move south to Bombay in October 1910 for its final two years of overseas duty. ‘Bombay!’ wrote a fellow officer at this time. ‘It is the one station in the whole British empire about which nothing good has ever been heard.’47 But Montgomery expected only useful challenges.48


The port city was a cauldron of humanity. Populous, vibrant and offering many temptations to the troops, it was also home to notoriously poor military facilities and sliding standards. Soon Montgomery was spending considerable time on disciplinary issues and had to finally accept that his moral standards were not shared by his men. Nevertheless, he seems to have been content to accept the behaviours that he found distasteful (including drinking, fighting and using prostitutes) if they did not undermine military performance.


This was a practical compromise that Montgomery was to make time and again through his career, because he saw no advantage coming from ‘fighting a tide of well-set attitudes without good cause’.49 This, it seems, was appreciated by his platoon, who worked hard for their officer in what he called a ‘quid pro quo sort of arrangement’.50 Montgomery was particularly keen to ensure healthy competition among his men, and established prizes for the best platoon shot and the 200-yard dash. Thus, when appointed the battalion’s sports officer and the German battleship Gneisenau arrived in port with the Crown Prince abroad, Montgomery immediately challenged its crew to a football match. Ignoring advice from headquarters to field a weakened side, Lieutenant Montgomery oversaw a 40-0 drubbing of the opposition, and justified his ruthlessness to a fellow officer by saying, ‘Oh! I was taking no risks with those bastards.’51


By the time the 1st Royal Warwicks finally left Indian shores for England in November 1912, nobody was more relieved than Montgomery. Although his time overseas had been an excellent place to develop his leadership, he had become ever more irritated by being in what he perceived as a military backwater at a time when Europe was edging towards war.52 Montgomery’s next posting was to the battalion depot at Shorncliffe on the south coast of England, from where he could see the French coastline on a clear day. As assistant adjutant he did not get integrally involved in the training that took place at the camp, but it was a position that gave him his first taste of staff duties, a strong understanding of the workings and relationships within headquarters, and it put him in close proximity to the commanding officer. Recognizing that he would likely revert to platoon command should war break out, however, Montgomery pushed hard to be sent to an infantry officers’ course at the School of Musketry (where he received a distinction) and then to a machine gunnery course to further develop his technical skills.


This was a dedication to his profession which was noticed by Captain B. P. Lefroy, who had just returned to regimental duties having attended the Camberley Staff College and soon found himself informally mentoring the enthusiastic Montgomery. So valuable was the relationship that Montgomery wrote, decades later, ‘All this goes to show how important it is for a young officer to come into contact with the best type of officer and the right influences early in his military career.’53 Lefroy seems to have fuelled the young officer’s ambition, reinforcing that hard work would pay dividends, and left him keen for greater responsibility. As Monty’s biographer, Nigel Hamilton, has said: ‘[Montgomery’s] genius lay not so much in his natural gift for leadership – a quality not lacking in English history – as in his deliberate, almost insane pursuit of his goal: a goal he would achieve by unending pursuit of clarity and ruthless self-discipline.’54


— ¤ —


Erwin Rommel was born on 15 November 1891 in Heidenheim an der Brenz, an attractive provincial town in the state of Württemberg, in the south-western German region of Swabia. Renowned across the nation for being inhabited by unemotional, shrewd and hard-working people, Swabia enjoyed a distinct culture and had a suspicion of all things Prussian. The Rommels were a middle-class family broadly illustrative of these regional characteristics. Erwin’s father – also named Erwin – was a mathematics teacher (as was his father) who rose to become headmaster of the secondary school in nearby Aalen. Erwin’s mother, Helene, the daughter of an ennobled civic dignitary, was a housewife who bore five children. Erwin was particularly attached to his mother and she encouraged her small, pale, weak-looking son to explore the outdoors. ‘As far as I can recall’, Erwin wrote in his late teens, ‘my early years passed very pleasantly as I was able to romp around our yard and big garden all day long.’55 A natural athlete whose strength and stamina belied his puny appearance, he came to enjoy a range of sports, including rock climbing, hiking, running, skiing, cycling and swimming. Erwin’s strength and endurance were a source of wonder to those who expected less from a boy of such a diminutive stature, but exposure to his fiercely competitive character soon made them aware that he was a fighter who never gave up and most definitely did not like to come second.


Erwin’s love of the outdoors and his fighting spirit made the Army an obvious career choice for him in an age when the institution was so highly regarded in Germany, but he was not immediately drawn to it. His supportive parents were not wealthy, nor did they expect more of their son than the sort of success that was respectable for his class. Erwin was an average student – poor at those subjects in which he had little interest, but good at those that captured his imagination. With his strong grades in maths and science, Erwin was initially drawn to a career in engineering, and at age fourteen he constructed a full-sized glider with a friend which they managed to coax into flying a short distance. Ultimately, however, young Rommel joined the German Army, hoping that he might be able to combine his practical mind with a life in the open that could satisfy his growing desire for excitement.56 It was also a solidly middle-class profession of which his parents approved, because a generation earlier the Army had provided the basis for a renewed national identity and unbridled ambition.


Indeed, young Erwin grew up in a nation with a booming economy and an intention to create a great overseas empire, which together were bound to antagonize the status quo. The establishment of a powerful army was, therefore, a considered investment in the future, and even the dour Swabians recognized the opportunities that the organization offered. Rommel’s father did not hesitate in writing him a letter of recommendation to the artillery unit with which he himself had served during his compulsory military service. The Army vacillated before accepting Rommel, for no matter what his accomplishments, the selection of a Swabian teacher’s son was not particularly attractive for an organization that was dominated by elitist Prussian standards, as that state was its largest and most instrumental contributor. Rommel was eventually offered a place to train as an officer, but not in one of the more fashionable arms or regiments, nor even in a technical arm such as the artillery, but instead in the line infantry where demand was highest and social standing mattered least. Having accepted an invitation to become an officer cadet in the 124th Württemberg Infantry Regiment, he was told to report to its base in the attractive medieval garrison town of Weingarten – and there, on 10 July 1910, Erwin Rommel began his Army career.


At 622,483 officers and men, the German Army that Rommel joined was developing to meet Germany’s foreign policy ambitions.57 This expansion was overseen by the Chief of the General Staff, Helmuth von Moltke (the Younger), who sought to ensure that when fully mobilized the Army could expand rapidly to 4 million.58 In peace, the armies of four kingdoms of the united Germany (Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony and Württemberg) kept their own identities, but in time of war they would come together as a single entity commanded by the Kaiser. Prussia contributed 75 per cent of the German Army’s manpower, but its broader influence stemmed from its long military tradition and recent military successes. Reforms enacted by the likes of August Neidhardt von Gneisenau, Gerhard von Scharnhorst and Carl von Clausewitz in the wake of Prussia’s defeat by France in 1806 had been introduced by Moltke (the Elder), and were the platform on which victories against the Austrians in 1866 and the French four years later were constructed. By 1871, Germany was unified, and the Prussian Army had become a model of modern military professionalism.


Pulling on his officer cadet uniform for the first time, therefore, Rommel was joining a valued Prussian institution. His first six months were spent serving as a soldier – holding ranks from private to sergeant – to give him a grounding in army life and an insight into the Württemberg Regiment’s values and standards. Ever since the 1820s training had sought to foster a ‘mutual confidence between officers and men’ designed to ensure that all could relate to serving as an enlisted man and so develop trust that would see the men ‘respond with willing discipline’.59 The 1908 field manual of the Prussian Army reflected this, and stressed that constant attention to the ‘welfare of his men is the good and rewarding privilege of the officer’ and, moreover, ‘it is not enough that one orders, nor that one has right in mind; much more influential on subordinates is the way in which one orders’.60 Both were to become hallmarks of Rommel’s leadership style in the years to come, because he recognized that the rank and file of the Army were better-educated and drawn from a more demanding society than their predecessors, and so less likely to obey orders blindly. Thus Rommel made it his business to ensure his will was done by gaining the trust and respect of those he led, not only as an officer but as a soldier and as a man. His passing of a peer assessment at the end of his first phase of training was evidence that he was successful in this endeavour, and it was an experience that put him in a strong position to continue his leadership development.


Rommel’s final eight months of officer training were conducted at the Königliche Kriegsschule (military school) located in the coastal town of Danzig in Prussia. Arriving in March 1911, the circumspect Swabian was immediately immersed in Prussian Army culture and was left in no doubt about the high standards expected of every officer. He thrived while other candidates were sent home. The course was primarily focused on the development and assessment of each cadet’s ‘character’, which can broadly be seen as the ability to display key leader and leadership attributes (such as willpower, courage, integrity, professional knowledge, empathy and communication skills) in a manner appropriate to the context. Each attribute was exhaustively tested, with willpower, for example, needing to be revealed in the individual’s desire to become a model officer, his determination to succeed at any task, the resolve to take a decision, the willingness to speak his mind and the mental strength to remain steady under pressure.61


Yet even if an officer cadet revealed a scintillating set of attributes in a broad range of circumstances, it would be for nothing if he failed to show a well-developed sense of responsibility towards his men and set an example at all times. At the Kriegsschule, therefore, Rommel was not only schooled in the requirements of Prussian military leadership, he was also educated in the practical application of leadership and assessed continually on his ability to deliver it effectively, in his own style, no matter where or when. Ultimately, the conduct of every officer cadet was examined at every turn for clues about his strengths and weaknesses, and how he behaved, how he responded to pressure and how he communicated his ideas were all noted. Everything an officer cadet did, both on and off duty, was viewed through the prism of leadership and informed his instructors about his development as a leader. The Königliche Kriegsschule was very clear about what it wanted to produce and why, but it was not in the business of supplying the Army with homogenized officers. In recognizing that each officer cadet was an individual as opposed to an automaton who merely needed to be programmed, the school could be justly proud of its tradition of delivering to the Army a spectrum of leaders who not only met common standards but, due to the harnessing of their own personalities and talents, could excel in a range of exacting environments.


Rommel passed out of the Kriegsschule in January 1912 with a report from the commandant that rated him ‘good’ at leadership and noted that he was ‘Firm in character, with immense willpower and a keen enthusiasm… Orderly, punctual, conscientious and comradely. Mentally well endowed, [and with] a strict sense of duty’.62 His instructors also found him to be a rather intense and, at times, overly serious young man who was inclined to be reclusive and bordered on the anti-social. This was a perceptive overview of Rommel considering the leader he was to become, but included no indication of the personal weaknesses that were soon to cause such pain.


Just eighteen months after his commission, and having taken up his first appointment with the Württemberg regiment in Weingarten as a trainer of new soldiers and returning reserve officers, he was in considerable turmoil. While in Danzig, the Protestant Rommel had fallen for a pretty Catholic woman named Lucia Mollin (known as ‘Lucie’ or ‘Lu’) and had proposed to her. She had accepted, but remained in Danzig while Rommel began his tour of duty over 600 miles away. In Weingarten during the spring of 1913, the betrothed Rommel fell into a relationship with a fruit seller named Walburga Stemmer, who bore him a daughter, Gertrud, in December. Having announced to his parents that he intended to marry Stemmer, Rommel’s mother intervened. Seeking to avoid the scandal that such a union would provoke – and the consequent negative implications for her son’s career – Helene Rommel convinced her son to end the relationship. He would marry Lucie a few years later having told her about his child, but Gertrud’s birth nearly ended Rommel’s career just as it was starting.63


His work does not seem to have suffered, despite the strain in his personal life, and he threw himself into his duties with renewed vigour in 1913, in doing so winning the praise of his superiors and those he led. Rommel had a particular talent for teaching – the family business – and a gift for communicating complex ideas simply and in a way that stimulated those in his classes and created productive discussion. He showed the same dynamism when temporarily seconded to the 49th Field Artillery Regiment in Ulm as a battery platoon commander in the spring of 1914. If war was to come, Rommel knew how valuable it would be for an infantry leader to be able to co-operate effectively with the gunners. It was not a wasted effort, for by August he was in action for the first time and at the beginning of a remarkable series of leadership experiences.










CHAPTER TWO



First Combat, 1914–16


WHEN WAR BROKE OUT in Europe during August 1914, Second Lieutenant George S. Patton was more than 4,500 miles away attending the advanced programme of his Troop Commander’s course at Fort Riley in Kansas. Despite its importance for an ambitious cavalryman, he was so keen to experience combat that he even explored the possibility of joining the army of a combatant nation. Having written to General Leonard Wood about taking a year of leave to fight in Europe, however, he received a disappointing but encouraging reply: ‘We don’t want to waste youngsters of your sort in the service of foreign nations.’1 Yet, reading reports of the great early battles taking place at Mons, the Marne and Ypres, Patton looked with envious eyes across the Atlantic at those engaged in the developing carnage on the Western Front and dared to think of himself leading men to glory.2


He remained frustrated by his time at Fort Riley, which he found ‘tedious’, made worse by the fact that, having said he would be a general by the age of thirty, he was a 29-year-old second lieutenant. But Patton would have to remain patient, even if that virtue was not an attribute most readily associated with the man who set such unrealistic career milestones, and he immersed himself in work. In particular, he devoured military history, sometimes spending an unbroken twelve hours with his books, and he wrote to Beatrice in March 1915: ‘The more I read, the more I see the necessity for reading. War now will not be gained by a highly educated “bottom” but by a well developed “top”.’3 He found even more time to devote to study while recuperating from a riding injury during the spring of 1915. Having been accident-prone since he was a child, Patton narrowly avoided death on several occasions as an adult – not all of them on the field of battle – including this incident at Fort Riley when he fell off his horse, which then rolled on him before kicking him in the head. His thinning crown was stitched with no obvious longer-term medical implications, but he was lucky not to have been killed, convincing Patton that he had been spared by God because he was destined for ‘greater things’.4


In June 1915, the month after the sinking of the Lusitania had failed to convince President Woodrow Wilson that the United States should join the European war (a decision that Patton derided), Patton graduated successfully from his course at Fort Riley – and promptly had another accident. Returning from a polo match while on leave in Massachusetts, his car overturned and, in a remarkable coincidence (which he declared again was divine intervention), was saved from choking in a pool of oily gravel not by a stranger, but by Beatrice’s brother. Another period of protracted convalescence – including the birth of another daughter when he had hoped for a son – did little to improve his mood, and he immediately objected to the news that his next posting would be with the 15th Cavalry Regiment in the Philippines. Fearing that he was being consigned to obscurity while there was fighting to be done, Patton lobbied the War Department hard to be transferred to the 8th Cavalry Regiment at Fort Bliss in Texas, where he would be grappling with Mexican bandits. His success in obtaining a transfer was, no doubt, at least in part due to Patton’s latest report, which rated him generally as ‘excellent’ and ‘a most promising young officer of high ideals, devotion to duty, and marked industry’ even if the opinionated officer ‘should be encouraged to practice self-restraint’ in his dealing with superiors.5 Thus, leaving his family in Massachusetts, a wide-eyed Patton arrived in Texas during September 1915 looking for any opportunity to test his courage and make his name in action.


Located just outside El Paso, Fort Bliss had been monitoring events in Mexico since the outbreak of revolution in 1910, which had led to civil war four years later. By 1915, the United States supported the coalition headed by the ruthless Venustiano Carranza, but the country remained in turmoil; and in the north, Francisco ‘Pancho’ Villa sought to depose Carranza. Patton stepped into this fraught situation when he was assigned to his new regiment, which was tasked with securing the border with Mexico as part of John J. Pershing’s 8th Brigade. Pershing, whose wife and three daughters had recently perished in a fire at his family home in San Francisco, was still grieving when Patton was given responsibility for the 8th Cavalry Regiment’s Troop D, but the strait-laced general was soon to have a major impact on Patton and become one of the most significant mentors of his career. In the meantime, Troop D was sent into the Sierra Blanca Mountains on border patrol, where Patton’s responsibility for manning outposts and protecting railway lines did not require inspirational speeches before glorious cavalry charges, instead demanding the tiresome management of mundane duties. He learned not to show his own boredom to his subordinates, and so adopted a demeanour that belied the fact that there was little prospect of any engagement with the bandits, so as ‘to keep the men keen’.6


An uneventful winter followed, but in March 1916 the US Army involvement in Mexican affairs took a decisive turn after Villa’s men attacked the 13th Cavalry Regiment barracks in Columbus, New Mexico, killing seventeen soldiers and civilians. President Woodrow Wilson finally authorized Pershing to capture Villa and an expedition party was formed, but Patton was hugely disappointed when he learned that his own 8th Cavalry Regiment was not to be involved. Yet while similarly thwarted peers lamented their bad luck, Patton wrote directly to Pershing offering his services in whatever capacity he thought fit. It was a calculated but bold move which caught the general’s eye (Pershing had done something similar during the Spanish-American War in 1898), and he replied to Patton asking him why he deserved to be chosen over so many others. Patton replied simply: ‘Because I want to go more than anyone else.’7 By return he received an invitation to join the party as Pershing’s aide. In a job that entailed organizing the general’s diary, accompanying him on visits, taking notes at meetings and drafting letters, Patton would gain valuable early insights into the world of a senior leader, while enjoying an unrivalled opportunity to learn from one of the US Army’s rising stars.


Pershing’s 6,600-man expeditionary force left camp in mid-March with the single aim of capturing Villa. The partially motorized force consisted of infantry, cavalry, horsed artillery, supporting troops and a squadron of aircraft, and it plunged into Mexico with all the agility and stealth that one might expect of a large and hastily assembled force lacking adequate intelligence. In the heat and demanding terrain, the task of seeking out a highly mobile enemy soon became a chastening experience for the US troops.


Pershing regularly sallied out from his forward headquarters seventy-five miles south of the border to lend his personal leadership to the venture, and could often be found far in advance of the main body of his troops reconnoitring the ground in an open-topped Dodge touring car that he used as a mobile command post. Patton travelled at the general’s side, watching his every move, absorbing his style, and was impressed with what he saw. As he later wrote: ‘[Pershing’s] commanding presence… and his utter disregard of danger overawed the Mexicans.’8


He began to copy some of Pershing’s behaviours. The general was an officer who not only demonstrated personal courage but was also charismatic, decisive and always set an example. Patton was particularly impressed that, while Pershing could easily have chosen safety and comfort, he instead felt it essential to share the risks his men took and endure their discomforts even if it meant sleeping on the ground without a tent. The general showed a humility that Patton himself could only aspire to, and Pershing taught the young officer the value of finding the time to talk to people (no matter what their rank or role), show an interest in what they were doing and thank them. Patton also learned that Pershing’s effectiveness did not come without great self-discipline. ‘By constant study, [he] knew to the most minute detail each of the subjects in which he demanded practice’, Patton later wrote, ‘and by his physical presence and personal example and explanation, insured himself that they were correctly carried out.’9


The trust and understanding that Patton established in his relationship with Pershing had, by May 1916, encouraged the general to give his testy aide an opportunity to hunt down Julio Cárdenas, Villa’s trusted lieutenant, and so the young officer created a raiding party. The first foray to Cárdenas’s villa was frustrated when his quarry managed to escape, but when Patton and his team returned on 14 May they had more success. Having sent his men to their designated positions around the property, Patton himself began an approach towards the front of the building, determined to flush Cárdenas out and towards the waiting guns. He walked slowly, listening, watching, his hands clasping a rifle while two Colt .45 revolvers rested in their holsters on a cartridge belt slung low around his hips.


The silence was broken suddenly. Three Mexicans on horseback bolted out from the rear of the villa firing their weapons wildly. As the bandits thundered towards him, Patton discarded his rifle, drew his revolvers and returned fire. In the ensuing gun battle, Patton hit one of the riders in the arm, and as the man’s horse was shot from under him, the wounded bandit was dispatched in a hail of fire. The remaining two Mexicans panicked, but as they sought to break through the lightly held American perimeter, one was killed and the second was wounded. The stricken man fell from his horse and attempted to hobble back towards the villa. Patton shot him with his rifle; Julio Cárdenas was dead before he hit the ground.10


In common with most of his brother officers, Patton had no principled objection to gunning down men he viewed with contempt, and a letter he wrote to Beatrice at this time made it clear that he viewed his Mexican adversaries as racially inferior to himself: ‘[They] are much lower than the Indians…They have absolutely no morals and there have been no marriages here for five years.’11 He thus had no qualms about theatrically strapping the dead bodies of Cárdenas and his two men to the bonnets of his cars after his successful hunting party at the rebel’s villa – the first US Army tactical action using automobiles. Pershing’s reaction to the stunt is not known, but the event was described in a laudatory article in The New York Times, and a Boston daily featured a photograph of Patton taken outside his tent, pipe in mouth (à la Pershing), under a headline which led to a new moniker for the junior officer: the ‘Bandit-killer’.12 Patton was thrilled, and wrote to his wife that Pershing had told ‘some of the officers that I did more in half a day than the whole 13th Cavalry did in a week’.13


With the excitement of the spring over, by July 1916 Patton was, once again, bored by the routine of his duties. ‘We are all rapidly going crazy from lack of occupation and there is no help in sight’,14 George wrote to his father just as details about the great Somme offensive in France were reaching the expeditionary force, and he took up his studies once more. He viewed his peers who were less attentive to their self-development with an open derision that angered many, and this soon came to Pershing’s attention. Writing to Patton in October while his clumsy subordinate was recuperating in hospital having set his tent and himself on fire when he over-pressurized a lamp, the general advised: ‘Do not be too insistent upon your own personal views. We are at liberty to express our personal views only when called upon to do so or else confidentially to our friends, but always confidentially and with the complete understanding that they are in no sense to govern our actions.’15


Patton may have altered his behaviour around his colleagues, but there is little evidence that he felt it necessary to suppress his opinions in his published articles – two of which appeared in Army journals in late 1916 – that sought to make a contribution to the improvement of the US Army. The first concerned cavalry tactics and expressed his growing advocacy of mobility, boldness and aggression in military operations, while the second argued that leaders should initiate a rigorous training programme for their troops as an effective means of enhancing their fighting effectiveness.16 George Patton, it seemed to his chain of command, was a man full of ideas, and he possessed a spirit which, although sometimes misplaced, marked him out. Such men were beginning to be identified for service overseas as the US inched towards involvement in the First World War.


— ¤ —


When Britain declared war on the German Empire on 4 August 1914, 26-year-old Lieutenant Bernard Montgomery was adjutant of the 1st Battalion Royal Warwickshire Regiment. Commanded by Lieutenant Colonel John Ford Elkington and stationed near Folkestone on the south coast of England, the regiment had been mobilized with the rest of the British Army during the previous week as it began its detailed preparations for a move to France. Montgomery was relieved that decisions were finally being made after months of tension. ‘I can’t help thinking that [war] will be a good thing’, he wrote to his mother, ‘& much better to have it now & get done with it. A modern war would not last very long, & would be such an awful affair that there would be no more war for 50 years.’17 His rather relaxed tone about the impending conflict was suggestive of a mood that was widespread at the time, for with Germany having to fight on two fronts – the British and French in the west and Russia in the east – it was widely thought that her rapid defeat was inevitable. Montgomery was keen to be involved in a combat leadership role when the fighting began, and having made that clear to his commanding officer, his wish was granted with a reappointment to platoon commander.


As part of 4th Division’s 10th Brigade, Elkington’s battalion would be one of the first deployed to the continent with the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), where it would be expected to meet the huge German invasion and play its role in halting the enemy’s advance. Knowing this, Montgomery wasted no time during the three weeks before the battalion departed for France in asserting himself over the sixty-seven men in his platoon. He started by establishing a strong bond with his subordinates – the basis of the deep trust that he knew would be essential when the fighting began. He was convinced that by showing concern for the welfare and safety of his platoon, he would gain its respect, improve its morale and so help create a fighting spirit. In a practical sense, he did his utmost to minimize the time that his young men spent on nugatory activities. By scheduling shooting practice, runs and tactical training, he ensured that the platoon was ‘match fit’; and by creating a competition between his sections, he kept them engaged. ‘Every morning we go for a long route march to get their feet hard’, he wrote in mid-August, ‘and finish up with manoeuvres of some sort. Then every evening we inspect the men’s feet to see that they haven’t got blisters etc… If your men can’t march they are no use.’18 Montgomery’s methods were not designed to win the affection of his men but rather their respect. The young officer was gradually seen as a hard but fair officer and a thorough professional who could be relied on. His decisiveness and willingness to get his men what they needed (such as the time when a farmer denied them access to water to refill their canteens while on a march and, as he later recalled, ‘I brought in my men and took it’19) was appreciated by the platoon, who repaid his care with hard work and loyalty.


On 22 August 1914, the day the vanguard of the 100,000-manstrong BEF reached the Belgian town of Mons, the 1st Battalion Royal Warwickshire Regiment left Southampton docks aboard SS Caledonia.20 It docked at Boulogne the following morning and Montgomery learned that, outnumbered four to one, British, French and Belgian forces were withdrawing before the German onslaught. ‘It is not a case of if but when the dam will collapse,’ wrote Julien Beaumont, a translator working at the BEF’s General Headquarters. ‘We thought the war would be a short one, but one that would see Germany vanquished. How misguided we were!’21


Having arrived at the town of Le Cateau near the Belgian border on the morning of 24 August, the Warwicks joined the rest of the brigade and thus became part of the organized chaos that accompanied the BEF’s retreat. While carrying out the withdrawal routine, at 04.30 on 26 August the Warwicks came under German artillery fire while bivouacking in a damp field in the village of Haucourt, some fifteen miles north-west of Cambrai. Their orders surprisingly did not involve another battalion withdrawal but, instead, a hasty attack to retake a ridge recently captured by the enemy. ‘We advanced through a hail of bullets from rifles & machine-guns & through a perfect storm of shrapnel fire,’ Montgomery later wrote of how he led his platoon as it advanced towards the enemy.22 He shouted encouragement to his frightened men and waved his sword in the air (which even to Montgomery at the time seemed like a redundant gesture from a bygone era in the face of modern firepower) only then to trip over his scabbard. Scrambling to his feet, he found that most of his men were already dead or seriously wounded, but Montgomery pushed on again and in a blur of activity found himself isolated with the remaining eighty men of the company pinned down and with no means of communication to the rear.


They remained in situ all day, with Montgomery, the only officer, desperate for information and unaware that the small group had already been abandoned in a brigade withdrawal. Sensing something had gone awry and aware that the enemy would soon advance, he took the decision to use the cover of darkness to disengage and make haste towards friendly lines – wherever that might be. Over the next two days, Montgomery’s party linked up with some 600 men from a variety of other units on the same quest, led by a Major Poole, and tried to evade capture by the pursuing Germans. They were finally reunited with the BEF on 28 August, and in doing so re-joined a strategic withdrawal without any sense of where and when it would end.


Montgomery’s first taste of action in France had not been glorious, but it was distinguished in its own way and provided a robust introduction to the friction of war and leadership in combat. His efforts were certainly appreciated by his surviving men and the wider regiment, which, having suffered such terrible losses, made Montgomery a temporary captain in command of a company. His elevation coincided with the Germans being checked to the east of Paris, where Allied counter-attacks forced them to make tactical withdrawals to more favourable ground. By mid-September the Germans had reached the north bank of the Aisne river in the BEF sector, and both sides began to dig in. Within weeks, intricate trench systems were being created, with the Warwicks playing a full part in 4th Division’s defensive preparations, and new routines ensured that battalions were rotated in and out of the front line.


Always seeking to be a role model, and keen to see his company retain an aggressive edge, Montgomery wrote that autumn: ‘I can see the Germans in their trenches & occasionally we exchange shots; I bagged one man this morning, and one horse.’23 He never asked one of his men to do what he himself would not, but in return Montgomery expected his men to be on their mettle. Constantly touring his company’s sector, Montgomery chatted with his officers and men, and so gained a good sense of his subordinates’ mindset. There were dangers inherent in such an approach – on two occasions, men who had been standing next to Montgomery were shot dead – but he was convinced that being visible to the troops was the essence of junior leadership and he demanded that his platoon commanders do similar. His style was instinctively paternalistic, an approach that placed him firmly at the centre of everything. ‘It is no small responsibility being in command of 250 men on active service & within 600 yards of the German Army’, he wrote to his mother, ‘it’s really a major’s command and I am lucky to have it. I have two officers under me, but the responsibility rests on me, & I am glad it does.’24


Stalemate developed along the line during the last months of 1914, but not before both sides had attempted to outflank each other to the north in what became known as the ‘Race to the Sea’. At the end of this phase in mid-October, the Warwickshire battalion was relocated from the Aisne to a position thirty miles south of Dunkirk, just inside the French border. Here, having been replaced as company commander by a more senior colleague fresh from England, Montgomery reverted to the command of his former platoon. In this role, on 13 October he participated in an attack on the village of Méteren, which was the Warwicks’ objective in the first formal BEF attack of the war, involving some 50,000 troops. With no support from field artillery, Montgomery led his men over open ground on a damp, misty morning towards the German line just outside the village.25 As soon as the battalion launched itself towards the first buildings, it fell prey to German field-gun shelling and small arms fire, but the men did not falter. Focused on his objective, Montgomery led his platoon from the front once more, but this time with a revolver instead of a sword, yelling encouragement at the top of his voice in the hope that he would be heard over the din of combat. His men followed, drawn forward by their officer’s presence, and fell quickly on the Germans. Montgomery kicked a German rifleman hard in the stomach and won his first prisoner in the process, and after several minutes of close-quarter fighting the position was under control.


As the platoon was reorganizing it became clear that there had been success along the line. Keen to maintain pressure on the Germans, headquarters issued new orders for the battalion to play its part in a brigade attack to complete the taking of Méteren that evening. In preparation, Montgomery went forward on a lone reconnaissance. Running at the crouch, revolver in hand, he had covered twenty yards when his men heard a rifle crack and saw their officer slump to the ground. A round had passed through his right lung, and left him bleeding profusely and in a swirl of pain. One of his men ran forward to administer first aid but was shot through the head as he reached Montgomery and fell across his officer’s body. Summoning up all his energy, Montgomery shouted that no more men should break cover and he remained in the middle of the battlefield throughout the resultant attempt to dislodge the enemy from the village. Unable to move, he was shot again, this time through the left knee, with other rounds being absorbed by the corpse of the man who even in death offered protection to his platoon commander. Not until after dark did Méteren fall and Montgomery could finally receive the medical attention he required. He was not expected to live.


Montgomery’s survival astounded those who were responsible for his care. He lay for five days drifting in and out of consciousness, but once stabilized he was evacuated back to England for specialist treatment at the Royal Herbert Hospital in Woolwich, south London, close to his childhood home. His health slowly improved and he insisted on a return to France just as soon as the Army could arrange it. He dismissed the idea of being disabled out of the Army as ‘ridiculous’ and the possibility of an untaxing desk job in England as ‘unconscionable’, and so, promoted to the temporary rank of captain and having been awarded the Distinguished Service Order (DSO) for his ‘conspicuous gallant leading’,26 he sought new challenges in uniform. The fact that medics correctly predicted that his shortness of breath would be chronic prompted a decision that he should not return to general duties but to a staff position.


Although a blow to his command aspirations, Montgomery recognized his physical limitations and was posted as brigade major (chief of staff) to the 91st Infantry Brigade (consisting of volunteers), which was then forming in Manchester. He returned to service in February 1915 as one of the ‘red tabs’, staff officers identified by their red collar patches who were commonly reviled by fighting units for their supposed physical and emotional detachment from the front. Having been a front-line soldier decorated for his gallantry gave Montgomery an advantage in the respectability stakes, but headquarters staff work in an operational context was a completely new challenge for him. His boss, Brigadier General G. M. Mackenzie, was described by Montgomery as ‘a very nice person but quite useless’ and the young officer was convinced that, despite his lack of appropriate training and experience, he would be better in the role himself.27 The young major’s professionalism and capacity for work were exceptional, but he did not hide his low opinion of others from colleagues, which led to criticisms of arrogance from within the staff team. For his part, Montgomery was not particularly concerned by the chorus of disapproval, for he knew that his work was respected by the general and his only concern was with improving the fighting effectiveness of 91st Brigade before it reached the front.


Montgomery started by setting new standards for training – some of which he organized in the rugged terrain of North Wales – and supervising all aspects of its application. Such was his success that before the brigade could be sent as a single entity to France, its four battalions were used to reinforce other formations, thus requiring that Mackenzie and his staff start building again with new troops. Heading the re-designated 104th Infantry Brigade, part of Major General Reginald Pinney’s 35th ‘Bantam’ Division, Montgomery again set to work turning disconcerted civilians into capable soldiers. By August 1915 he had succeeded once more, with his leadership during a field exercise that month impressing Mackenzie, who complimented him on his ‘fine work’. Although the general may not have been the most dynamic commander in the BEF, nor particularly bright, in a letter to Montgomery’s father Mackenzie revealed that he could recognize talent and knew how to use it:




I have the very highest opinion of [Montgomery]. He is equally good at Administration as at Training of Troops. He ought to have a brilliant future in the Army, and rise to high rank… He has taken a great deal of routine work and drudgery off my hands, doing the work in a quiet unobtrusive way… [I]t is not every Staff Officer that I have met, nor many, who have been so thorough and helpful in the work. General Pinney too knows his work and worth, and I am sure will look after his future interests.28





The brigade headquarters left Southampton for Le Havre on 29 January 1916, its four battalions following to attend the BEF’s ‘finishing school’ at Saint-Omer and then moving into the line. The Western Front that Monty, as he was now commonly called, re-entered was different from the one that he had left on a stretcher fifteen months before, as the trench system had been solidified and established from the Belgian coast in the north to the Swiss border in the south, creating a deadlock which had reduced Allied strategy to an attritional slogfest based on great set-piece battles that were soon seared into Montgomery’s consciousness. By 1916, the task of the increasingly civilian BEF was to learn fast, absorb losses and show tenacity in the face of huge carnage. Men like Montgomery had responsibility for the nation’s precious young men, and it was their duty to use their leadership to prepare these men as well as they could for the trials – and, when required, be ready to lead them to their deaths. If anything, that responsibility increased Montgomery’s efforts on behalf of those at the sharp end of combat.


On 7 March, having marched through the devastated rear area behind the BEF lines, 104th Brigade snaked its way through the communication trenches to take its position in rotation at Richebourg, near Neuve-Chapelle – three weeks in the line followed by a week in reserve to rest, train, and provide men for the war’s insatiable need for working parties. It was a schedule that Montgomery had to manage carefully. ‘After each phase it was important that the battalions had improved’, he later wrote to David Drake, a staff captain back in England, ‘and that they were better equipped to deal with whatever was thrown at them next time.’29


Acting as Mackenzie’s eyes and ears on the ground, Monty’s daily routine was shaped around his belief that it was essential to have daily contact with the brigade. Rising at 05.00, he first attended to administrative duties in his dugout in the trenches occupied by brigade headquarters, then left to visit the battalions (either in the trenches or in the rear area) from mid-morning to late afternoon. He felt conspicuousness was crucial to headquarters’ efforts to win the trust of the fighting troops, and he listened to officers and soldiers alike as he assessed activities and morale. ‘My war experience led me to believe’, Montgomery later wrote, ‘that the staff must be the servants of the troops, and that a good staff officer must serve his commander and the troops but himself be anonymous.’30 He returned to his desk at headquarters at around 17.00 to write up and distribute his findings, before grappling with the issues of the day that required his attention, taking a brief dinner with his colleagues and then retiring to bed at around midnight. It was a gruelling sevendays-a-week regimen.
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