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Foreword


‘LEST WE FORGET’


Remembrance Sunday and Armistice Day ceremonies have, over the past decade, been growing once more in significance as public events; and war memorials remain a key element of the landscape of many of our cities, towns and villages. However, the forms and practices of commemoration change as society evolves. Elements of informality now feature in acts of remembrance which would have been unthinkable in earlier generations and private grief is more on display. There is a hugely increased role for broadcast and the internet. Museum exhibitions also are reflecting an increased interest in memory, pilgrimage and contemporary heritage; and memorials are being placed in new physical spaces, constructed from modern materials in ways that challenge and provoke.


Remembrance, in terms of acts of commemoration and memorialisation of those who have died in the service of their country, is thus a legitimate area for study and re-interpretation in the context of the UK and the modern world. All traditional assumptions about national identity, including remembrance, must be regularly re-examined in the context of our multicultural society and in an ever-changing political climate. We also need to be aware that most people in today’s diverse society have not shared the experience of national war beyond the popular representations in film and museums.


The Royal British Legion, now in its ninetieth year, is proud to act as the ‘National Custodian of Remembrance’ and will always maintain the focus for Remembrance Sunday and Armistice Day on the armed forces. However, The Royal British Legion is very much part of the changing world and seeks to keep the concept of remembrance strong and relevant to all. At the Legion’s year-round centre for remembrance, the National Memorial Arboretum in Staffordshire, not only are the fallen honoured, but also those who have served and suffered for the whole national community, including family members and comrades of the bereaved. Quiet pride, in no way jingoistic, is fostered in those who have given our country so much, and in so many ways.


In 2008, in this context, The Royal British Legion, the National Memorial Arboretum and the universities of Staffordshire and Nottingham set up a series of seminars to:


• deepen understanding of the meaning and significance of commemoration in the contemporary culture informed by a study of the practice of commemoration in other times and cultures


• inform the practice of commemoration and remembrance for future generations


• explore the relationship between remembrance, commemoration and the armed forces covenant


• stimulate further study of remembrance, commemoration and memorials


Drawing on an inter-disciplinary group of experts working in the fields of History and Heritage, International Relations and Politics, Psychology, Architecture, Human Geography, Media and the Creative Arts, the study of religions and teacher training alongside practitioners working for religious groups, in the armed forces, education, the Mass Observation Archive, The Royal British Legion and at the National Memorial Arboretum, the seminars have so far produced a website, a dedicated journal edition of War and conflict Studies and this volume.


The topics covered by the articles in the book are eclectic, and deliberately so, because only by reading widely around the subject can we understand developing trends and appreciate the rightful place of remembrance in our contemporary, globalised world. If you are interested in any of the many facets of remembrance, then I commend this book to you.


Lieutenant General Sir John Kiszely, KCB, MC


National President, The Royal British Legion


The editors of this book would like to express their thanks to:


Professor Christine King, for inspiring the concept and all those who participated in the NMA Seminars on Remembrance Commemoration and Memorials; The Royal British Legion, especially John Farmer, National Chairman, Chris Simpkins, Director General, and Stuart Gendall, Director of Communications, for their support of the seminars and this book; Dave Faul for his technical expertise.




Introduction


UNPICKING SOME THREADS OF REMEMBRANCE


Charles Bagot Jewitt


How does traditional ‘Remembrance’ relate to core human emotions? Do the enormous number of memorials throughout Britain indicate that remembrance is part of the universality of the human spirit or are they a purely western cultural phenomenon? These were typical of the questions underlying our seminar discussions at the National Memorial Arboretum and at The Royal British Legion Head Office at Haig House in London. Not all questions could be answered but the multi-disciplinary approach adopted through our seminar series shed some interesting new light on the contrasting motivations for acts of remembrance and memorialisation. The threads explored will become more apparent as you read through the various articles in the volume.


State, or ‘top down’, motivation is the key driver in national remembrance. Many nation states wish to be seen as recognising their role in the loss of their individual citizens in conflict, and many governments play a part in a national commemoration and memorialisation process. In a British military context this can be viewed as the state fulfilling part of its ‘Military Covenant’ in formally recognising loss and grief. State memorials are often significant architectural structures, and their sites can be the focus for significant national commemorative events, such as Memorial Day and Veterans Day at Arlington National Cemetery in the USA, or Remembrance Sunday at the Cenotaph in London.


The Menin Gate at Ypres, Belgium, designed by Blomfield, and Thiepval Memorial in northern France, designed by Lutyens, are state-scale memorials which provide similar iconic recognition to the British missing of First World War battlefields. Other such memorials, including Vimy Ridge, Canada’s impressive memorial to the First World War in northern France, and indeed the Cenotaph, do not contain the names of those who are being commemorated. By contrast, the UK’s new Armed Forces Memorial at the National Memorial Arboretum lists nearly 16,000 names that have died on duty in the military service of the country since 1945 and is, arguably, becoming something of a contemporary shrine.


While state-sponsored sites and ceremonies are needed, they are clearly not enough and for many smaller communities comradeship driven from the heart of the community (or ‘bottom up’) is the motivation for acts of remembrance, and for both formal and informal memorialisation. The town and village war memorials placed in nearly every significant community of the United Kingdom after the First World War, and added to after the Second, are often kept up to date in the present time (see Chapter 22).These still provide a setting for acts of remembrance similar in form to the national events at the Cenotaph. However, unlike some state memorials, the inclusion of names is critical in representing people who were intimately known to their communities and whose loss has been keenly felt.


The vast growth of websites to individuals lost in Afghanistan, including Google Earth’s ‘map the fallen’ project which was created by a company engineer in his spare time, may be considered as another form of ‘bottom-up’ response to recognising the deaths of individuals in an increasingly global community. In very similar fashion, Anfield football stadium in Liverpool provided the setting for a huge but very informal outpouring of non-military grief after the Hillsborough Disaster in 1989 (see Chapter 9), and today the dead are commemorated by both a traditional memorial and an online section of the club’s website in the way of many contemporary deaths on the battlefield.


The Basra Memorial Wall is a contemporary example of how, from informal beginnings, comradeship memorials can quickly become formalised. Brass plaques started appearing in Basra from 2003 onwards where individual British and coalition soldiers fell, and an initiative from a Roman Catholic chaplain resulted in a wall being built outside their headquarters. The wall then became the icon for the British presence in Basra and a centrepiece for the formal British withdrawal ceremonies from the province, which were watched on television worldwide. After a campaign by parents of the deceased, the memorial was rebuilt in the National Memorial Arboretum and dedicated in a ceremony attended by the leaders of the three main British political parties in March 2010.


Many memorials become sites of pilgrimage, and often these are memorials placed on sites of relevance to specific conflicts or incidents (see Chapter 13). A substantial memorial can be an important feature of a preserved battlefield, such as at Waterloo where the dramatic Lion Mound overlooks the entire site; or at the site of a human catastrophe, such as at Ground Zero in New York. Some of the oldest memorials in the United Kingdom were both places of faith pilgrimages and served a commemorative function: Battle Abbey, which commemorates the Battle of Hastings in Sussex, was founded no later than 1070 and is thus almost certainly the earliest battlefield site memorial still in existence in the country. Another early example is the stunning Crecy memorial window in Gloucester cathedral, paid for by a knight after the famous battle in 1346. Large-scale military campaigns such as Gallipoli spawned a variety of battlefield memorials on the peninsula created for differing purposes (see Chapter 2) and also memorials far removed from the events, including at the National Memorial Arboretum where a memorial makes a valuable link to the Turkish battlefield and is a useful educational tool.


Recognition, particularly for those who feel that their contribution has been ‘hidden from history’, provides another motivation for commemoration. Memorials of recognition to particular groups often form the focus for ‘tribal’ gatherings. Arguably, acts of remembrance at such memorials thinly disguise the primary purpose of re-union and the memorials themselves usually do not contain names of the fallen, although they may contain listings of campaigns, military honours or mottos. Such memorials may even be placed by nation states in other countries, where the message ‘don’t forget us, we helped you’ is implicit. Striking artistic form can be an important component of such memorials, as in those of Australia, New Zealand and Canada now located in London’s parks, which celebrate the contribution of those countries to freedom in Britain in the World Wars. Not infrequently, such memorials may be dedicated many years after the events they commemorate; the London Australian Memorial was dedicated as late as 2003.


Similarly, the Polish Armed Forces Memorial, dedicated at the National Memorial Arboretum in 2009, was initiated by the children of combatants in the Second World War. It deliberately tells the story of their parents’ contribution to the British and Allied war effort in an attempt to ‘right the wrong’ when Polish servicemen were not allowed to take part on the victory parades for fear of antagonising Stalin’s Soviet Union. Another comradeship-inspired Polish War Memorial listing the names of the fallen has already existed for many years in Northolt, London. Many other memorials at the National Memorial Arboretum share similar motivational reasons and some have been dedicated by non-military organisations such as police, fire and ambulance services, or national charities with a reason for commemoration such as the Royal National Lifeboat Institution.


Monuments put up by groups (or ‘tribes’) to remember specific individuals, perhaps especially to the ‘great and the good’, can be seen in a similar light. It may be argued that by placing a memorial to a leading individual, such as Admiral Lord Nelson after the Battle of Trafalgar or to Air Chief Marshal Sir Keith Park in London 2010, the ‘tribes’ are indulging in a celebrity culture or even creating a secular sainthood, where the individual is seen as the manifestation of the group. It may also be significant that those who have personal or close family associations with the honoured individual are gathering to themselves a sense of distinction by association. However, individual memorialisation should also be recognised as being as old as mankind and fundamental to the human condition, as a look at some of the amazing medieval tombs and chantry chapels in Britain’s ancient cathedrals and churches, where sometimes priests were paid to say mass for souls of the wealthy departed in ‘perpetuity’, quickly confirms.


The emotive nature of remembrance may lead to acts of remembrance and memorial sites becoming highly contentious. The Northern Ireland ‘marching season’ is an example of where acts of remembrance still have the capacity to inflame. Dr Flynn’s article on Long Kesh (see Chapter 20) shows how both Protestant and Catholic factions, both of which were represented in the prison population, now vie for their version of history to be immortalised on the site. Other memorials, designed for non-controversial purposes, such as to Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris outside St Clement Danes in London, have found themselves becoming contested space because of the popular legacy, and in some eyes infamy, of the individual concerned. The memorial was subject to a protest by the Peace Pledge Union at its dedication by Her Majesty the Queen Mother in 1992.


Some memorials may be deeply political, by their construction setting out deliberately to contest a point or to drive forward an agenda, occasionally attracting wide media coverage. The Shot at Dawn Memorial in the National Memorial Arboretum, one of many memorials to perceived abuse, was put in place to press the case for a pardon for servicemen executed during the First World War. Pardon was eventually achieved by an amendment to the Armed Forces Act in August 2006, by which time the Daily Telegraph had run a photograph of the memorial across its front page. Similarly, the British Nuclear Test Veterans Memorial nearby almost invariably attracts media attention when acts of commemoration are held due to the contestation surrounding the effects on those who took part and their offspring. A resin edition of a statue called ‘The Abandoned Soldier’ by James Napier was raised in Trafalgar Square in May 2007 as part of a plan to draw the government’s attention to the plight of those suffering mental injury due to military service. The sculpture has still not been created in its final form, yet the concept alone has the capacity to draw press and political attention to the cause it represents.


Remembrance is full of contrasting motivations, and frequently many contradictions. Often, elements of acts of remembrance or memorialisation contain more than one of the elements described above. Much of the primary motivation to remember, of course, reflects humankind’s deep and universal desire for significance, possibly immortality, and this is true in every age and culture. However, remembrance as the concept we think about today, be it narrowly focused on the military or more widely focused on different segments of the population, is ultimately a reaction felt by ‘survivors’ whenever life is cut short, and for whatever reason. Often remembrance brings with it other deep feelings of shock, anger and grief, and attempts to harness these and make sense of Homo sapiens’ periodic inhumanity to his fellow creatures. The laudable desire is never to repeat the mistakes of the past, and to preserve the memory of the fallen ‘lest we forget’.








Contesting Cultures of Remembrance








USUALLY, a degree of consensus exists in the decision to site a memorial and in the formation of acts of commemoration. However, with the passage of time and reinterpretation of history, subsequent contestation of memorials and rituals which were at one time widely embraced can occur. This is demonstrated in chapters on commemoration of the Second Boer War and Gallipoli. That said, some cultures of remembrance have been deliberately fostered to provoke or to alter a narrative of history, often for political ends. This is exemplified by the chapter on slave memorials.




One


REMEMBERING THE DEAD, FORGIVING THE ENEMY:


THE ROYAL ENGINEERS & THE COMMEMORATION OF THE SECOND BOER WAR



Dr Peter Donaldson


The unveiling of the Royal Engineers’ memorial arch to the fallen of the Second Boer War at the corps’ headquarters at Brompton Barracks, Chatham, on 26 July 1905 was greeted with all the pomp and circumstance that one would expect of such an important national ritual in Edwardian England. With the king in attendance to perform the official dedication, the Chatham News vividly captured the sense of collective pride that singled the day out as a patriotic carnival: ‘Flags! Flags! Flags! Flags here, flags there, flags everywhere – nothing but flags of all colours, all sizes and all descriptions, the whole combining to make a bright display.’1


Yet such nationalistic unanimity masked the difficulties that the corps’ memorial committee had faced as it had attempted to construct a memory site in honour of the 431 Royal Engineers who had died in the war. Although the scheme had been instigated by no less a person than Lord Kitchener, himself a Royal Engineer and latterly commander-in-chief of the British forces in South Africa, the memory of the war and the nature of the proposal were sufficiently contentious to negate the deference that seniority would normally command.


In May 1902, Kitchener, who had been commissioned into the Royal Engineers in 1871, had written to the commandant of the corps at Chatham, Sir T. Fraser, with the offer of ‘four bronze statues of Boers and four bas-reliefs for use in a war memorial to the fallen’.2 For good measure he had enclosed a detailed sketch of his proposal. Unsurprisingly, Fraser had been quick to accept the offer and a memorial committee meeting in October 1902, chaired by Sir Robert Harrison, the Inspector General of Fortifications, unanimously agreed to press ahead with the plan.


However, notwithstanding this official seal of approval from the senior commanders, the scheme soon ran into trouble. The Boer statues and bas-reliefs had originally been intended as the focal points for a monument in honour of Paul Kruger, the former President of the Transvaal. The pieces had been embargoed at the outbreak of war and eventually donated to Kitchener who, as we have seen above, subsequently offered them to the Royal Engineers’ memorial committee. Although, in many ways, Kitchener’s offer can be securely sited in the classic tradition of the triumphal, the contentious symbolism of the statuary must have rung some alarm bells even with the original memorial committee members.


Indeed, the committee’s appreciation of the sensitive nature of the proposal can be discerned from their immediate response. Despite insisting that the pieces should be viewed as ‘impersonal’ and ‘works of art’, they nevertheless decided that a bas-relief depicting the peace conference at McNeill’s farm after the British army’s ignominious defeat at the Battle of Majuba Hill in the First Boer War was a step too far, and should be replaced by a ‘plaque recording Lord Kitchener’s gift of the bronzes’.3 This nod towards conciliation would, however, prove to be far less than was going to be necessary to stem the tide of criticism that the committee would eventually face over the inclusion of such controversial images.


For many in Britain, and certainly for a sizeable proportion of those who had fought in the war, anti-Boer feeling, which was an inevitable consequence of the brutality of the conflict for British combatants and which had been fuelled domestically by the ‘yellow press’, sat uneasily with the assimilation of the Boer Republics into a federated British South Africa by the Treaty of Vereeniging.4 It could, therefore, hardly have come as a surprise to the memorial committee that, when details of the proposed scheme were announced in the corps’ magazine, it was quickly swamped by a flood of complaints. It was, however, only when Field Marshal Sir John Simmons, former Inspector-General of Fortifications from 1875–80 and Governor of Malta until his retirement in 1888, put his weight behind the opposition that the committee eventually caved in and resolved ‘to defer any further action until a General Meeting of the corps can be held’.5


Although nearly all those present at the corps’ general meeting on 6 June 1903 were in agreement that the original plans of the memorial committee to accept the Boer statues and bas-reliefs should be rescinded, there were still heated exchanges when it came to providing a rationale for this decision. Major M. Hildebrand, a retired Royal Engineers officer, clearly articulated the view that consideration of Boer sensibilities had to take precedence when it came to commemorating the war. In a letter sent to the editor of the Royal Engineers’ journal and read out at the meeting, he made plain that pressing ahead with the original plan would, in his view, ‘cause the keenest feeling of resentment amongst our new fellow subjects’.6


Major-General Sir Elliott Wood, who had served as engineer-in-chief during the war and was a member of the original memorial committee, was quick to voice his support for this line of reasoning. Having been responsible for drawing up the original sketch-plan of Kitchener’s scheme, he was clearly keen to distance himself from what had turned out to be a contentious and manifestly unpopular proposal. The choice of design was, he insisted, ‘a very important question … for it might become more than a corps’ matter; it might go beyond this and affect the army and perhaps the country generally, if we were to give offence to our new fellow subjects’.


For two retired senior officers, however, the memory of the human cost of the recent fighting was still too fresh for consideration of such political niceties to take priority. Arguing that it was first important ‘to clear up our own views before we consider those of other people’, Lieutenant-General Sir Robert Grant urged those assembled to ‘remember that it was through what we hold to be [the Boers’] mistaken views and their mistaken actions that we lost the officers and men to whom we wish to erect the memorial’. General Sir James Browne, a former colonel commandant of the corps, was prepared to go one step further when apportioning blame. In a letter read out at the meeting on his behalf, he maintained that to use such ‘undesirable images would be a monument to bad taste, never to be effaced’, for the statues ‘were made to honour Mr. Kruger, the man of all others in this world responsible for the deaths of those we wish to honour’.


An interesting argument to bolster further the case against the original proposal was presented by Sir Thomas Gallway, who had recently succeeded Sir Richard Harrison as Inspector-General of Fortifications. Insisting that the minutes should record his ‘strong protest’ against Kitchener’s scheme on the grounds that the statues ‘represent an armed enemy’, Gallway raised the moral stakes by arguing that, before any decision could be reached, the meeting must first ‘consider the feelings of the relatives of our gallant dead’.Major J. Winn, a member of the original war memorial committee, although differing on the nature of the views held by the bereaved, was still equally adamant that they merited special consideration. His attitude had, he said, ‘hardened’ against using the statues as the result of a letter he had recently received from the father of one of the fallen: ‘He thought that, if the Boers would consider it to be a bad thing for the figures to be used, it ought not to be done. Knowing that this man lost a son in the war, I feel more strongly that his views should carry weight on the subject.’7


With no one able or willing to speak out in support of the original plan, the meeting unanimously resolved to elect a new committee with instructions to start the process afresh. The threat of any further dissent was subsequently averted by devolving the question of form to the professional care of an established architect, Ingress Bell. His decision to opt for a triumphal arch, to mirror the Crimean Arch erected at the corps’ headquarters in Brompton in the 1860s, was reassuringly uncontroversial and the project proceeded to completion without further hitches. The Boer statues were relegated to a far-flung corner of the parade ground in Brompton Barracks to ensure the memorial should remain unsullied by any symbolic association.
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