



  [image: cover]






  


  

   




   




   




   


  

   




  BLOOD, SWEAT


  AND ARROGANCE


  

   




  and the Myths of Churchills War


  

   


  

   




  Gordon Corrigan




   




   




   




   


  

   
  

  

  [image: ]




  





   




   




   




   




  
Contents




   




   




   




   




  Cover
  

  

  Title page
    

  

  List of Illustrations




  List of Maps




  Introduction




  1 Lessons Learned?




  2 An Indecent Haste




  3 The Other Side of the Hill




  4 Rearmament




  5 The Chickens Come Home




  6 Inaction and Defeat




  7 Collapse in the West




  8 Scuttle from Europe




  9 Alone at Last




  10 Survival




  11 More Disaster




  12 Dismissals and Defeats




  13 The Pendulum War




  14 Enter the Messiah




  15 To the End of the Road




  Epilogue




  Bibliography




  Illustrations


  

    Endnotes




  Index




  Author biography
  



  Also by Gordon Corrigan
  

  

  Copyright


  





   




   




   




   




  
List of Illustrations




   




   




   




   







  1. Generaloberst Hans von Seekt







  2. Generalfeldmarschall Wilhelm Keitel







  3. General der Infanterie Alfred Jodl







  4. Generalfeldmarschall Walter von Brauchitsch and Generaloberst Franz Halder







  5. Generalfeldmarschall Fedor von Bock







  6. Generalfeldmarschall Erich von Manstein







  7. Generalfeldmarschall Gerd von Rundstedt







  8. Generalfeldmarschall Ritter Wilhelm von Leeb







  9. Generaloberst Heinz Guderian







  10. Generalfeldmarschall Erwin Rommel







  11. Generalfeldmarschall Albrecht Kesselring







  12. Mark VI Light Tank (British)







  13. Carden-Loyd Bren Carrier (British)







  14. Churchill Tank (British)









  15. Grant Tank (American)







  16. Sherman Tank (American)







  17. Sherman DD Tank (Allied)







  18. Firefly Tank (British)







  19. SOMUA Tank (French)







  20. Char B1 bis Tank (French)







  21. Mk 1 Tank (German)







  22. Mk III Tank (German)







  23. Mark IV Tank (German)







  24. Panther Tank (German)







  25. Tiger Tank (German)







  26. 88 mm Anti Tank Gun (German)









  27. Swordfish Torpedo Bomber (British)







  28. HMS Ark Royal







  29. Fairey Battle Bomber (British)







  30. Lancaster Bomber (British)







  31. The Observer Corps







  32. Neville Chamberlain







  33. Winston Churchill







  34. Field Marshal Sir Claude Auchinleck







  35. General Charles de Gaulle







  36. Field Marshals Viscount Alanbrooke and Viscount Montgomery







  37. Generals Montgomery and Ritter von Thoma




  





   




   




   




   




  
List of Maps




   




   




   




   




  

    

      1 February 1933: Europe before Hitler




      2 Norway 1940, the Norwegian campaign: April–June 1940




      3 The Battle of France 1940 – opening phases




      4 Guderian’s XIX Panzer Corps through the Ardennes: May 1940




      5 The Arras counter-stroke: 21–22 May 1940




      6 The Battle of France: subsequent phases




      7 German expansion in Europe: 30 August 1939 the last day of peace; 9 May 1940: Poland conquered Norway and Denmark occupied; 22 June 1940:

      Holland, Belgium and France defeated




      8 The Mediterranean theatre




      9 The Western Desert




      10 The Greek campaign: April–May 1941




      11 Tobruk




      12 The El Alamein position




      13 The high water mark of German expansion: November 1942




      14 The Italian theatre




      15 Operation Overlord: 6 June 1944




      16 Market Garden: 16–26 September 1944


    


  




  





   




   




   




   




  
Introduction




   




   




   




   




  IN 1939 BRITAIN WENT to war to save the world from fascism and dictatorship. Let down by the perfidious Belgians and French, greatly outnumbered by

  swarms of German tanks, the British army fought its way back to the French coast. The miracle of Dunkirk, made possible by hundreds of little ships sailed by their patriotic civilian owners,

  brought the soldiers back to England to fight another day. Now Britain stood alone against the whole might of the German Wehrmacht and their cowardly Italian poodles. The people of Britain girded

  themselves for total war. They threw out the appeasers and the disarmers, sacked the incompetent generals and brought Winston Churchill, soldier, sailor and statesman, to power on a tide of public

  acclaim. He could offer nothing but blood, toil, sweat and tears, but, as King George said, at least we no longer had to worry about allies.




  Through the Battle of Britain the Few – young public schoolboys to whom the game was the thing – held at bay the far more numerous Luftwaffe, while the people stoically withstood the

  Blitz, as death rained from the skies. Meanwhile the Prime Minister was cutting out the dead wood. Gort, Dill, Ironside, Wavell, Cuningham, Auchinleck all went: tired old men consigned to the

  dustbin of history until at last a new star appeared in the military firmament. Before Montgomery there was only defeat, after him there was nothing but victory. There is

  no God but Churchill, and Montgomery is his prophet.




  After Britain had been the sole standard bearer for freedom for over two years, the New World came at last to the assistance of the Old, and with American entry into the war Britain no longer

  stood alone. In 1944 she returned to Europe, as she always knew she would, and under the National Treasure Montgomery, her army and air force fought on until final victory in Europe, followed by

  the defeat of Japan in the Far East. It was the end of a great struggle for the rights of man, and it was to Britain, which had fought for longer than any of the Allies, that much of the credit was

  due. Or so popular British opinion of the Second World War would usually have it. To most of the British public the First World War is generally thought of as unnecessary at best, mismanaged and a

  wholesale slaughter of British youth at worst. The Second War, on the other hand, is seen as a moral crusade where plucky Britain stood up to the evil dictators and won great victories. Having

  learned the lessons of the First War, the Second was far more competently conducted and the death toll a mere fraction of that incurred in 1914–18. The Kaiser was not such a bad chap, while

  Hitler was an evil monster; the causes of going to war in 1914 were not understood by the United Kingdom populace at large, while in 1939 everybody knew why we had to fight and supported the

  decision wholeheartedly. In 1914 we had the dithering Asquith as Prime Minister, and could not get rid of him until 1916, while we very quickly replaced the weak Chamberlain – whose

  appeasement of the fascists led to war in the first place – by the great war leader and strategist Winston Churchill in 1940.




  The Second World War has become heroic myth in Britain. Criticism of the conduct of the First War began a mere twelve years after it ended, but even with the passing of the sixtieth anniversary

  of the ending of the Second, Britain is thought to have gone to war for the right reasons, and to have fought well after initial setbacks. The political and military leadership is considered to

  have been good, and better than during the First War.




  This perception makes it difficult to face the fact that in 1940 the British and the French between them had more and better quality tanks than the Germans, and more

  infantry divisions; yet in the Battle of France they were constantly outmanoeuvred by fast moving German columns of all arms. Holland, Belgium and France all fell, and Britain was bundled

  unceremoniously out of Europe. At about the same time the hastily executed Norway invasion was abandoned and the troops withdrawn.




  How could the nation which in 1918 had the best and most technologically advanced army in the world, the biggest navy and the only independent air force perform so badly a mere twenty years

  later, and against the same enemy that she had resoundingly defeated in 1918? In the approach to the Second War the British army was the only army made up of long-term regulars, volunteers all. It

  was the only army that had considerable experience of active service – against third-rate enemies it is true, but a ball from a home-made Pathan rifle will kill as surely as that from a

  modern machine gun, and with more discomfort. Of the original belligerents only Britain had a fully mechanised army, having long accepted that there was no place for the horse on the modern

  battlefield, and yet with all this, in 1940 it was outfought and outgunned and forced into a humiliating scuttle in a mere three weeks.




  This book argues that the very nature, purpose and experience of the British armed forces militated against their performing well at the beginning of the Second World War. Unlike their German

  opponents, which had nothing to do except prepare for war on the continent of Europe, the British had an empire to police. The British army, navy and air force were spread around the world in penny

  packets, and priorities in methods, training and equipment reflected that – for very practical reasons. Britain had invented the tank, but inter-war development in Britain had gone down a

  blind alley, and instead of the tank being seen as only one element – albeit an important one – in a coordinated effort by all arms, it was regarded either as something which could be

  slow and ponderous to support the infantry, or the land equivalent of a destroyer, roaming the battlefield at will and operating independently. The Germans took a different view, and Blitzkrieg was

  the result.




  In arguing that the British armed forces did not do well in the Second World War – or at least not as well as they might, and not as well as they had done in

  previous conflicts – I have no wish to be considered an iconoclast. I spent most of my adult life in the British Army and I am proud of its past and of what it has done. I spend a great deal

  of time studying its history, and that of the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force. I find that most of our military history is deserving of great pride, and I have no intention of biting the hand

  that fed me for over thirty years. All that said, we can only learn how to manage future conflicts by examining the lessons of previous ones, and while a major world conflict may be some way off,

  it was that assumption in the years up to the mid 1930s that contributed in large part to our failures when war did come.




  In this book my aim has been to re-examine some of our parameters, and ask what effect appeasement and financial constraints prior to 1939 had on our war-making ability; whether we really could

  have stopped Hitler short of war; what we actually went to war for, and then how we conducted that war once we found ourselves with no option but to wage it. My original intention was to look at

  the British waging of the war as a whole. When I realised that the result would be a door-stop of impressive proportions, I decided to consider only the war in the West: that waged against Germany

  and Italy, and to leave the Far East for another occasion. Of course the war in the West and that in the East were not fought in isolation; Britain’s military assets were finite, and the hard

  decisions as to which theatre should have priority and when would merit a study in themselves. Far Eastern neglect and underfunding was even worse than that nearer home, and the Malayan campaign

  was at least as incompetently managed as that in Norway, but it was the Far East that produced the general whom I believe future historians will consider the best British general of the war –

  Field Marshal Sir William Slim. In neglecting the Far East in this book I do not in any way underestimate the significance of that theatre and of the men who fought there.




  Conventional wisdom ascribes British failure in the early days to lack of funding between the wars, a mistaken faith in the League of Nations and collective security, the pusillanimity of the

  French, the duplicity of Hitler and the blindness of the ‘appeasers’. Others blame the British class system (although if that had worked in previous wars, why should it break down so

  suddenly now?); yet others say that the admirals and generals and air marshals in post when war started were incompetent, proved by the number that were sacked as the war

  went on (but one has to ask whether the sacking or rustication of a large number of admirals, generals and air marshals by Churchill was wise). There is some truth in all of these views; in some

  quite a lot, in others only a grain, but there is more to it than that. There are factors inherent in the democratic system that make it very difficult ever to be ready for war – electorates

  simply will not allocate defence a priority over the things that are of immediate concern: education, health, housing and taxation. Elections in peacetime are never won on foreign or defence

  policy, and a party that advocated the spending needed to be ready for any eventuality would fail at the polls.




  Should a war then arrive, the politicians and the generals cannot win. In the Gulf campaign of 2003 there were insufficient desert combat suits and desert boots to equip every soldier deployed.

  An outcry in press and television resulted. This was little more than a storm in a mess tin, for apart from dismounted infantry nobody actually needs a sand-coloured combat suit – a green one

  will do just as well. Desert boots, too, are but a fashion statement, as good old Boots, Combat, High are equally good and harder wearing, even if they do make your feet sweaty. Governments,

  advised by their military professionals, have to assess threats, and allocate priorities. In the years between 1992 and 2003 the British services – for very good reasons – did not place

  desert warfare near the top of their likely deployments. Some desert equipment was held, but not sufficient for everyone who was actually deployed in 2003. To have held sufficient against an

  unspecified requirement would have cost a very great deal, and in other circumstances would have led to strident criticism from the Commons Audit Committee. If the next campaign is in northern

  Norway (unlikely just now, but you never know) there will be accusations of unreadiness when only the infantry are issued with snowshoes.




  Governments that have to rely on popular support find it difficult to embark on military adventures without a reason that sounds obvious and convincing to the public. No doubt it was easier to

  sell the Trojan War as just vengeance for the dishonourable seduction and kidnapping of the Queen of Sparta, rather than admitting that it was all about trade rivalry in

  the Aegean. Had Mr Pitt and his successors announced that the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars were being fought for control of oceans, markets and colonies the British people might not

  have remained belligerent for twenty-three years, whereas a titanic struggle against a bloodthirsty monster intent on enslaving the world was ample justification for fighting.




  There were very good reasons for going to war in 1939, but they were not necessarily the ones trumpeted at the time, nor those generally trotted out now. So why did Britain go to war in 1939? To

  save the Czechs and Slovaks? Not quite: most Britons, if they thought of Czechoslovakia at all, saw it as an artificial state ‘far away and of which we know nothing’, to which might

  have been added ‘and care less’, and in any case if Britain had really cared about preserving it she would have gone to war in 1938, not more than a year later. Was it to save the

  Poles? Well, hardly. There was no British interest in Poland, a state with only occasional and fleeting appearances on the world stage as a country at all, and governed by a quasi-fascist regime

  that had gleefully grabbed a chunk of Czechoslovakia when Germany dismembered that country in 1938. Fond memories of Polish pilots in the Battle of Britain,F1 and the Polish Armoured Division in Normandy, should not blind us to the fact that the Poles were every bit as anti-Semitic as the Germans; the only difference was that Germany

  institutionalised it. Germany had more than a little justification for fearing and resenting the Poles, which is why the British attempted to persuade the Poles to come to the table only

  twenty-four hours before war broke out. Even so, if Britain declared war on Germany because that country’s troops invaded Poland on 1 September 1939, then why did she not declare war on the

  USSR when Russian troops did exactly the same thing on 17 September?




  Perhaps, then, Britain went to war to save the Jews? Well, no, not that either, because the Wansee Conference, which formalised the decision to dispose of Europe’s Jews by killing them,

  did not take place until January 1942, when Britain had already been at war for over two years. In any event, no country declares war to protect people for whom they have

  no responsibility. The British government may or may not have known the extent of the German policy of extermination of the Jews, but it would not have been regarded as a reason for going to war,

  nor could Britain, before or after 1939, have allowed unrestricted Jewish immigration to Palestine. Pre-war Jewish terrorism was directed not only against Arabs but against British soldiers too,

  and did not stop for the war.




  Self-determination and the rights of small nations is often touted as justification for the war, but as the possessor of a huge Empire, the less developed parts of which were ruled fairly,

  efficiently and wisely, but certainly not democratically, Britain was not an advocate of unbridled self-government.




  Did Britain go to war because Hitler was a tyrannical monster? Many of Hitler’s policies were certainly abhorrent, but Britain does not declare war because she dislikes someone

  else’s head of state, otherwise we would have gone to war with Stalin’s Russia and Chiang Kai-Shek’s China.




  IT TOOK HITLER AND THE NSDAP hierarchy a long time to realise that they could not form an alliance with Britain. Certainly the British had, in many

  ways, far more in common with the Germans than with the French. In the previous two hundred years the British had spent thirty-eight years at war with the FrenchF2 and only four fighting the Germans, who had hitherto been traditional allies. The Queen was British, the first non-German consort for well over two hundred years,F3 but the King (whose surname was Saxe Coburg Gotha until changed to Windsor in 1917) was as German as a bratwurst, even if since the

  Great War the royal family had rather played down its German antecedents. The English language had far more in common with German than with French, and the average Englishman saw Germans as being

  disciplined and straightforward, compared to the effete and unhygienic French.F4 To Hitler, and to many Germans, it made complete sense for Britain to

  give Germany a free hand in Europe – after all, England’s interest was in her Empire and in mastery of the oceans, and she could not possibly object to Germany’s eradication of

  Bolshevism.




  What Hitler and his satraps could never understand was that regardless of kinship, like or dislike, Great Britain could not and would not allow one power to dominate Europe and thus threaten her

  interests. She would always seek for a balance, and if that could not be achieved by diplomatic means then in the last resort restraint would be exercised by force. That was why Britain had fought

  the Dutch, the Spanish and the French in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and why she had fought the Germans in 1914. It was why she saw France as a potential threat in the

  1920s, and why she would go to war in 1939. Even if Britain had possessed the military assets and political will to restrain Germany from 1936 onward, which of course she had not, she would almost

  certainly have tolerated – or even approved of – much of what Hitler wanted. The remilitarisation of the Rhineland, the waiving of reparations, border adjustments with Poland, some

  revision of the Polish Corridor and a modest measure of rearmament would all have been acceptable, provided they had been arrived at by agreement – which with British support could have been

  achieved. Even Anschluss and the incorporation of the Sudetenland might have been swallowed, although the latter would have been a difficult mouthful as it removed Czechoslovakia’s natural

  mountain frontier.




  What no British government could accept, however, was that Hitler’s ambitions were not going to stop at mere boundary adjustments to bring all Germans into his Reich, but that he actually

  meant all those things that he had laid out in Mein Kampf. What inspired the British to guarantee Polish territorial integrity was the reluctant acceptance that the

  only way to stop complete German domination of Europe and beyond was by the threat of military action. To borrow a later statement by Churchill, if Hitler had been threatening Hell in 1939, Britain

  would have given a guarantee to the Devil, and no doubt, like Britain’s to Poland, Hitler would not have believed it.




  Britain went to war in 1939 for the reasons that great powers always go to war: because it was in her interests to do so. No one power could be permitted to dominate Europe; there had to be a

  balance between France and Germany, and France could not be allowed to be destroyed. Like it or not, Britain had given certain guarantees which embroiled her in European affairs to a much greater

  extent than had been the case in 1914, and all other methods having failed, only military force was left. It was not what Britain wanted, and it was not the time that she would have chosen, but

  Britain’s vital interests were now threatened and she had no option but to go to war.




  Not only does democracy hinder preparedness for war, but so too do the traditions of an island nation. Historically the British have had a very small army and a very big navy. The British army

  was a missile fired by the navy; the army existed to garrison the Empire and to provide expeditionary forces. At its best, the combination of a powerful navy and a small volunteer army allowed the

  British to intervene almost anywhere, by landing troops, supplying them and removing them to be used again if necessary. In the twenty-first century, with the end of the Cold War, we are reverting

  to an expeditionary strategy: it is what we do well and what we are comfortable with. In both world wars, however, we perforce had to engage on land. This meant the raising of an army far larger

  than existed in peace, and from a population with no inherent military experience gained by compulsory service in peacetime. Such expansion will inevitably lead to many errors and a large number of

  deaths while the services learn their trade. It happened on the Somme, it happened in Normandy and it will happen again in the future. If we do not want to spend a very large proportion of our

  national wealth on defence in times of peace, then we had better accept that there will be a difficult learning period when we do go to war, and live with the consequences.




  In August 1914 the British army numbered just under a quarter of a million regulars, around 200,000 reservists and rather more than a quarter of a million in the

  part-time Territorial Force. The British element of the British Expeditionary Force despatched to the Western Front in 1914 was initially four infantry divisions, a cavalry division and an

  independent brigade. Eight months later in March 1915 it was eleven infantry and five cavalry divisions.F5 By 1918 this had grown to forty-eight

  infantry and three cavalry divisions, with further deployments in Italy, Palestine and Mesopotamia, or seventy-one infantry and eight cavalry (including cyclist) divisions in total.




  In September 1939 the regular army was about the same size as it had been in 1914, the reservists rather less and the Territorial Army (the successor to the Territorial Force) considerably

  smaller. Again, we sent out four infantry divisions, but eight months later the British Expeditionary Force could field only nine infantry divisions and an armoured division. There were, it is

  true, a further three Territorial divisions in France, sent there as humpers and dumpers to build defences, but while they did get involved in the fighting they were without the material

  wherewithal or the training to play any meaningful role. At its peak the British army worldwide deployed thirty-four infantry divisions, eleven armoured divisions, two airborne divisions and ten

  armoured brigades, or rather less than two-thirds of its strength in 1918.F6 Of course the Royal Air Force had many more men in 1945 than it had in

  1918, but the Royal Navy had rather less, and all this from a larger population, for although present-day Eire was part of the United Kingdom in the First War, and neutral in the Second, she made

  no attempt to prevent recruitment of her citizens into the British armed forces.




  Winston Churchill is firmly embedded in British mythology as the man who won the war. Churchill often said that he was a soldier, and that soldiering was his first love. When he was forced

  briefly out of government in November 1915 he announced that he would return to what he knew best – soldiering. He fancied himself as a great strategist; able to see

  a military option or solution far more clearly than those who had spent their lives doing it. In the Second World War, in his correspondence with President Roosevelt, he styled himself a

  ‘Former Naval Person’ and genuinely thought that time spent as the politician put in charge of the navy was equivalent to having been an admiral. He was the honorary air commodore of a

  Royal Air Force reserve squadron and often wore an air commodore’s uniform. Throughout the Great War Churchill, like Lloyd George, had never really understood that it was only on the Western

  Front that the main enemy – Germany – could be defeated. Like his master, Churchill had constantly looked for the easy option: the props that could be knocked away, the soft underbelly.

  In the Second World War his attitudes did not change. As First Lord of the Admiralty for the first eight months of the war, he insisted on personally commanding the movements and actions of

  individual ships from the Admiralty in London, and once installed as Prime Minister, with unfettered power to dictate to the service chiefs, he ran the war almost single-handedly, directing not

  only broad strategy but often detailed tactics as well, hiring and firing senior officers as he pleased.




  The truth is that for all Churchill’s claims to be a soldier and a sailor, he had actually done very little of it. He passed the examination for the Royal Military College Sandhurst in

  1893 aged nineteen, and was commissioned in 1895. Originally destined for the infantry, he chose instead to join an expensive and gorgeously caparisoned cavalry regiment, the 4th Hussars. In the

  four years that he spent on the army list as a regular officer, before leaving to enter politics, he spent little time with his regiment, wangling six months’ leave to accompany a Spanish

  contingent to Cuba, and then getting himself attached to General Sir Bindon Blood’s Malakand Field Force expedition against the Pathans on the North-West Frontier of India, where he spent

  more time writing than fighting.F7 In 1898 he again pulled strings to get himself attached to the army in the Sudan, despite Kitchener’s

  misgivings, where he took part in the famous cavalry charge of the 21st Lancers at Omdurman. Famous it undoubtedly was, but so inept and unnecessary that the commanding

  officer was sacked after it, and of the thirty or so British deaths at the battle, twenty-one were from the Lancers.




  Churchill left the army in 1899, failed to get elected for Oldham and went to the South African war as a newspaper correspondent, where he was captured by the Boers and escaped under

  circumstances that are still in doubt. He then joined the South African Light Horse, a local yeomanry regiment, which gave him the protection of a uniform if captured again, but he continued to act

  as a war correspondent. His first experience as a soldier was thus confined to less than five years as a subaltern, during which time he never commanded troops other than in barracks. Instead, he

  used family connections to have himself attached to expeditions that he thought might be exciting or that would give him a stage on which to posture, or provide a market for his writings. His next

  brief experience of wearing uniform was sixteen years later, when he was forced to resign as First Lord of the Admiralty in November 1915 as a result of the Gallipoli caper, itself a perfectly

  reasonable concept to begin with, but which should have been abandoned once the Royal Navy was unable to force the Narrows.




  Out of political office, Churchill announced that he was returning to what he knew best: the army. When he was denied the appointment of Commander-in-Chief in East Africa, an extraordinary

  suggestion, the Commander of the British Expeditionary Force on the Western Front, Sir John French, in an even more extraordinary suggestion, promised him command of an infantry brigade, once he

  had completed a brief period attached to the 2nd Battalion Grenadier Guards to familiarise himself with conditions on the Western Front. Churchill’s own letters and papers1 claim that from a rather bad start, when the battalion were not keen to take him on, he rapidly charmed the Grenadiers until he was standing in for the commanding

  officer, was consulted by all and was much missed when he completed his six-week attachment. In fact, the battalion war diary2 makes only one mention

  of Churchill, in an entry of 20 November 1915 which reads: ‘Major the Rt Hon Winston Churchill who has just resigned from Government, arrived to be attached to the battalion for instruction,

  and accompanied the battalion to the trenches.’ He is not mentioned again, even when leaving, and he certainly did not stand in for the commanding officer. During his

  period of attachment the battalion was in the trenches on and off for eighteen days north of the La Bassée Canal and had five men killed, two who died of wounds, thirteen wounded and seven

  men slightly wounded. It was not a time of great activity.




  Now the War Office stepped in, and the notion of Brigadier General Churchill was vetoed. Instead Churchill reluctantly, and with some ill grace, accepted command of a New Army battalion, 6 Royal

  Scots Fusiliers. He wangled the transfer of a great friend, Sir Archibald Sinclair, from the Life Guards to be his battalion second-in-command, and then spent five months pretending to be a

  lieutenant colonel and battalion commander, most of it in Ploegsteert Wood, south of Ypres, a relatively quiet area at that time, wearing for some inexplicable reason a French steel helmet, and

  irritating his officers and the brigade commander by constantly rushing off to London when an opportunity arose to do a bit of political lobbying. For most of the 120 days that Churchill was in

  command the battalion was on a twelve-day cycle, six days in the trenches and six in billets. Although the war diary for April 1916 is missing, from what records remain it is apparent that nothing

  very much happened. Churchill unashamedly used the military communications system to bring him political gossip from London, and described his corps commander as a ‘villain’ when he

  refused him leave on the very sound grounds that if a battalion was in the trenches then its commanding officer should be there too.




  To appoint an inexperienced outsider to command a battalion, and then to allow him to bring in a chum who was not even an infantryman as his second-in-command, was nothing short of disgraceful.

  It denied a professional officer of the regiment a command, and exposed the soldiers to the whims of a military dilettante. The war diary3 of 6 Royal

  Scots Fusiliers is remarkably restrained, and mentions Churchill only once, in the entry for 7 May 1916: ‘Colonel W. S. Churchill left the battalion today’. Churchill decided that

  politics was, after all, his first love, and was permitted to leave the army provided that he did not apply for military command again – a stipulation insisted on by the Secretary of State

  for War, Field Marshal Lord Kitchener. His friend Sinclair turned down Churchill’s offer to leave with him and make a career in politics, having the decency to reply

  that as he was young and unwounded, his place was at the front. Churchill returned from his self-imposed exile and resumed life as a politician.




  By 1939 his actual military experience was therefore almost nil, woefully out of date and none of it bestowing any qualification whatsoever to expound on matters of strategy. There is no

  question that Churchill was personally brave and completely unafraid of death. The trouble was that he was not afraid of anyone else’s death either, and his fascination for the minutiae of

  war made him very dangerous when he insisted on taking matters into his own hands, as he far too often did. As First Lord of the Admiralty during the Norwegian campaign of April to June 1940,

  Churchill’s constant interference with the admirals was almost catastrophic, and when he became Prime Minister his old wish for the easy, or clever, option resurfaced. Soft underbellies were

  constantly searched for; military decisions were made on the basis of emotion; and commanders whom he disliked or who refused to pander to his foibles were sacked on a whim. It may be unfair to

  describe him as a drunk, but he certainly consumed more alcohol than was wise for a man of his age and physical condition, and to keep his professional advisers up half the night listening to his

  ideas on strategy when they, but not he, had a full day’s work to look forward to on the morrow, was nothing short of selfish indulgence.




  Had British military performance improved rapidly after the Battle of France in 1940, one could excuse that debacle as an uncharacteristic blip, to be remedied by the sacking of a general or an

  air marshal or two, but while the British, when they next fought on land, did well against ill-equipped Italians, they did not do quite so well against Vichy Frenchmen in Syria, and very badly

  against Germans in Crete and North Africa. Even after the Battle of El Alamein, three years into the war, an outgunned, outnumbered and logistically impaired Axis army, in a theatre then regarded

  by the Germans as peripheral, managed to avoid defeat all the way back to Tunisia, and that despite British codebreakers keeping Montgomery aware of almost every move Rommel intended to make.

  In Sicily and Italy, too, British progress was ponderous and slow, and while Operation Overlord, the invasion of Europe in 1944, was a resounding success, many of the

  subsequent operations were not, with perhaps the epitome of incompetence being displayed at Villers-Bocage, when one understrength German tank company stopped a British armoured division in its

  tracks and forced its withdrawal.




  Things got better but only very slowly. In the advance through Holland towards Germany, Operation Market Garden, the airborne assault on Arnhem, was an extraordinary concept, quite out of

  character for the British army so far, and even if misconceived planning and faulty execution had not caused the operation to fail, what on earth made the British planners think that a German army

  commanded by a man like Field Marshal Model would simply pack up and go home if it succeeded?




  Armies depend on manpower, and navies on ships. Ships are more expensive than men, and take longer to build, and it was pure political expediency that surrendered British naval supremacy in the

  Washington Treaty of 1922, and which slashed all three services with the Geddes Axe in 1921. It had become apparent during the Great War that the battleship was increasingly vulnerable to aircraft,

  and many admirals considered that the aircraft carrier would be the capital ship in the next war. That view was not universally held – and certainly not by Winston Churchill – and while

  the Royal Navy planned to build seven new fleet carriers in the 1930s, lack of funds meant that only two appeared. Nevertheless, on the outbreak of war in 1939 the Royal Navy had twelve battleships and seven aircraft carriers, compared to the eight

  battleships (including two pocket battleships) and no carriers of Germany and Japan combined. The German invasion of Norway in 1940, the sinking of HMS Hood, the loss of HMS Prince of

  Wales and Repulse to Japanese aircraft, the ‘channel dash’ of the Scharnhorst and the Gneisenau, the U-boat menace that sank eight million tons of shipping in

  1942 alone, all came as severe embarrassments. On paper the Royal Navy should have been able to deal with anything Germany and her allies could have thrown at it, but many of its ships were old,

  and, initially at least, it was unable to prevent Axis advances on the Atlantic coast, the Mediterranean and in the Pacific.




  In the air Britain was, marginally, better prepared, largely because the effect of German bombing of the British mainland in the First War had led to the erroneous

  conclusion that ‘the bomber will always get through’. The air staff had provided for the air defence of the United Kingdom, and had secured agreement for the formation of an offensive

  bomber force, but on the outbreak of war it had far too many different types of aircraft that could not carry enough bombs, and until well into the war there were no long-range fighters to act as

  escorts. The Battle of Britain was a salvation, but only just, and was lost by errors of the Luftwaffe high command – who failed to realise the importance of the Chain Home radar stations,

  and switched to targeting cities just when Fighter Command was on the brink of destruction – rather than by British superiority in the air, although the British command and control system was

  undoubtedly a factor. The UK’s bomber offensive against German cities had no more success in breaking German civilian morale, nor in destroying her war production, than had German bombing of

  British cities, despite horrific casualties in Bomber Command.




  In the end, Britain did emerge on the winning side, but years of neglect between the wars; Britain’s position as a superpower without the economy – nor perhaps the will – to

  sustain it; the lack of incentive to military progress and a failure to realise that in the event of war France was defeated before she even started, all contributed to Britain entering a major war

  with fewer and less effective warlike assets than ever before in her history.




  Not all about the British effort in the Second World War was bad: British troops were generally excellent at small unit special operations – commando raids and the like – but the

  efforts expended on the Special Air Service, the Long Range Desert Group, the Commandos and the various private armies that seem to proliferate whenever the British go to war, might perhaps have

  been better spent improving the whole, rather than just a small part, of the British military effort. British artillery was generally better, both technically and in the way it was used, than were

  German guns, but German tanks consistently outgunned and outperformed British ones, and it has to be asked how it was that an Allied army could be launched into an invasion of Fortress Europe

  equipped with tanks that were not only inferior to those of its enemies, but markedly inferior and known to be so since the Sherman’s first deployment in North Africa

  in 1942.




  The Royal Navy did fulfil one of its traditional roles at Dunkirk in 1940 – the evacuation of a British army by sea so that it could be used somewhere else, and it did, eventually, regain

  command of the oceans around the British Isles – although it should never have been allowed to lose it in the first place. By the time of the Normandy invasion the Royal Air Force was

  considered to be superb, particularly in operations in support of ground forces, but even here there was often more fuss and feathers than substantive results, and claims as to the number of tanks

  killed by Typhoon fighter bombers are not always borne out by the squadron war diaries.




  IN THE SECOND WAR, unlike the First, the British did not deploy their main weight on land against the main enemy in the main theatre. Having been driven

  ignominiously out of Europe in 1940, most of the army sat around in England defending against an invasion that never came, or preparing to return to Europe some time in the future. Campaigns in

  Eritrea, North Africa, Crete, Italy and even the Far East were important, but they were never critical to the survival of this nation, nor to the outcome of the war; they were fought with

  relatively small numbers of troops, and were heavily reliant on the Empire – the Far East overwhelmingly so. The British army was never given the time and the opportunity to learn the hard

  way, as it had in the First War, in continuous fighting against a first-class enemy.




  There are very good reasons why the period of history taught in schools and universities stops well before the lifetime of the students, for an objective assessment of people and events is

  impossible, or at least very difficult, until those events are far enough in the past for all the evidence to be available and for passions to have cooled. An oft-quoted story about the long view

  taken by China relates that when visiting Europe the late Chou En-lai was asked what he thought were the major effects of the French Revolution. He is said to have replied that it was too early to

  say. When I was a schoolboy in the 1950s the history syllabus came to an end in 1918, on the grounds that anything since was too recent for objective study, and should come

  under the classification of current affairs.




  Certainly the more recent the field of scholarship, the more difficult it is to arrive at a valid historical balance. Partly this is because not all the information is available, and partly it

  is due to personal prejudices. Even now it is difficult to find an unbiased judgement of Attila the Hun, and impossible to find one of Hitler. Despite some excellent recent biographies, it may take

  another fifty or a hundred years before an objective assessment of Adolf Hitler appears. Distaste for him and his regime, and the evil things that they did, is just too embedded in the human

  psyche, here and abroad, for a proper and unbiased weighing of the man’s life and times. Demonising one’s opponents is all part of making war acceptable to the nation, and if the enemy

  leader can be made to look ridiculous as well as evil, then so much the better. But Hitler was not illegitimate; his real name was not Schikelgruber; there is no evidence whatsoever that he was a

  sexual pervert; he was not a house painter;F8 the transcripts of his military conferences up to the last week of the war show no signs of madness. He

  was a man of enormous personal charisma, was by no means lacking in military judgement, was elevated to power in as democratic an election as Germany had ever experienced, and retained the support

  of the vast majority of his countrymen to the bitter end. The so-called German resistance is a myth, created by post-war German politicians to elevate for their own purposes the activities of a

  very few disgruntled officers and intellectuals. Certainly Hitler’s regime was autocratic and open opposition could lead to swift repression and even death, but it could not have survived had

  not the overwhelming majority of the German people believed in it.




  And who can blame them? Hitler stabilised the currency, enacted laws to protect workers that were far in advance of anything in British legislation; introduced a public health service long

  before Britain’s National Health Service; fixed old-age pensions at a higher level than Britain’s; built the autobahns and achieved full employment by a massive programme of public

  works. All that was undeniably good. It was in his attempts to remove the shackles of Versailles and to give Germans back their dignity that Hitler’s policies are

  controversial, but even here much of what he did up to the dismembering of Czechoslovakia was seen by many in Britain as not unreasonable, even if they were irritated by Hitler’s recourse to

  threats for what he might equally well have achieved by negotiation.




  But any suggestion that Hitler may not have been all bad is likely to draw howls of protest even sixty years after his death. In Germany today it is illegal to make the unlikely claim that the

  state-sponsored wholesale killing of Jews did not take place during the National Socialist era, and it is illegal to publish or sell Hitler’s turgid and largely unreadable Mein Kampf.

  One has to ask whether it can be right to prevent unpopular views being expressed, however offensive they may be, or however much we may disagree with them.




  Criticism of the British military effort during the Second World War is fraught with pitfalls. Many of those who took part are still with us, are rightly proud of what they did and are resentful

  of what they see as uninformed criticism. One can opine that the actions of Marlborough’s cavalry in Bavaria during the War of the Spanish Succession would have him in front of a war crimes

  tribunal today, pontificate about the King’s Hard Bargains who made up most of Wellington’s army, or be as rude as one may wish about incompetent commanders and soldiers in the Crimea,

  and not much dust will be raised. To suggest that Dunkirk was far from a glorious deliverance, that the campaign in North Africa after Alamein was ponderous, that progress in Normandy after D-Day

  was pitifully slow, that Montgomery was not a great general, that Wavell should never have been sacked, that the Royal Navy should not have been caught out by the Channel Dash, that the

  tank-busting capabilities of the RAF Typhoon were grossly exaggerated, that Combined Operations raids were often badly planned and unnecessarily careless of men’s lives, carries with it the

  certainty of an eruption of anger by those who were there against he who was not.




  There are lies, damned lies and regimental histories. Some years ago, as a serving officer, I had a paper published in a professional journal in which, in passing, I said that there was evidence

  to indicate that the time of H-hour (the time that an operation begins) for the British breakout from the Anzio beachhead in Italy in May 1944 was betrayed to the Germans

  by a deserter from a certain battalion of a regiment of British infantry. My sources were pretty good – the German intelligence officer of an SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment and the British

  brigade commander (both now dead). I omit the name of the regiment here as I have no wish to undergo a second bombardment of unsigned letters in block letters and green ink, with bits underlined,

  accusing me of traducing the memory of brave men. When Correlli Barnett first published The Desert Generals in 1960 the press demanded to know how Sergeant Barnett could possibly criticise

  the great Field Marshal Montgomery. Now that the relevant papers and documents not available to Barnett have been released, he is shown to have been absolutely correct.




  In modern media-speak anyone who served in the war is automatically a ‘war hero’ and any campaign or service medal has been translated into a ‘decoration’. A cook who was

  conscripted in 1944 and spent his war dishing up all-in stew at Aldershot, and who received the war medal along with everyone else who served for at least twenty-eight days, no doubt did a

  thoroughly good job, and was an important and valued member of the team, but he is not a decorated war hero.




  I spent thirty-eight years as a regular soldier but all I know about the Second World War, and my opinions on it, are based not on personal experience but on reading and listening to accounts by

  those who were there; from trawling though reports written by friend and foe at the time and from looking at the ground and assessing what options might have been open to commanders on the day. I

  was born when the Battle of Stalingrad was in full swing and six weeks before Alamein, and I have no memories of the war except of relatives and neighbours showing me what I now know to have been

  looted German medals and badges; the sight of regular columns of men dressed in grey walking along the road (German prisoners of war, although I had no idea who they might be); and the ringing of

  church bells and great excitement – I was told it was for the end of the war, but I had no idea what a war was. Growing up in the late forties and early fifties I do remember rationing; that

  virtually every labourer wore an army greatcoat, and that everyone doing their gardening wore army boots to do it. I joined the army fifteen years after the war had ended,

  so warrant officers and senior NCOs, some captains and all majors and above wore war medals. The very fact that they had medals gave them great status in the eyes of we officer cadets and young

  officers, and it took me some considerable time to realise that war service did not necessarily imply great competence.




  This book is the distillation of forty years of talking to people who fought in the Second War, and of reading memoirs, official histories and numerous documents in the National Archives. I have

  walked the ground of many, if not all, of the actions I relate, and where that has not been possible I have consulted those who have. I owe a huge debt of gratitude to the many historians who have

  shared their thoughts with me, or have been kind enough to offer criticisms of my own arguments, to the ever-patient staffs of the National Archives and the Prince Consort’s Library and to

  Miss Elizabeth Selby of the Photographic Archive of the Imperial War Museum in London. Ted Rawes and Arnold Harvey have pointed me in some dark and fascinating corners, and Brian Nicholls has been

  kind enough to share his encyclopaedic knowledge of animal transport. I have been particularly fortunate in being given access to the unpublished research of an international team of four

  extraordinary men: Mr C. H. Whistler CBE, lately Head of the British Council and Cultural Councillor in Her Britannic Majesty’s embassy in Brussels and wartime officer in British Naval

  Intelligence; Major Michael Archer MC, late of the Buffs and veteran of the Battle of France in 1940; Géneral de Corps d’Armée (lieutenant general) Jean Robert of the French

  army and lately Commandant of the Cavalry School at Samur, and Generalmajor (brigadier) Jan Christian of the German army, lately of NATO headquarters in Copenhagen, and as a Hauptmann (captain)

  commander of an anti-tank company in Rommel’s 7 Panzer Division in 1940. These four, coordinated by Claude Whistler, who also translated the French and German documents into English, set out

  to investigate the background to the astonishing lightning victory of the German army and air force in the Battle of France. I have made much use of their deliberations, although the conclusions

  (and any errors) are mine. I must particularly thank Dr Mark Connelly of the University of Kent, who represents all that is best in the modern academic school of War Studies, and who has been kind

  enough to fill the role of sounding board and critic, usually over some very good lunches. As always, Ian Drury, Barry Holmes, my editor John Gilbert, and all the staff of

  Weidenfeld & Nicholson have been unfailingly supportive, as has my wife Imogen who has assisted me enormously in the production of the book.




  Finally, for all my criticisms of the British war effort between 1939 and 1945, one must never forget that the German was always very hard to beat. From at least the time of the Great Elector,

  father of Frederick the Great of Prussia, until 1945, the German soldier was the best in Europe. His traditions stretched back to little Brandenburg, which if it could not fight would cease to

  exist, and came forward in time via Prussia, Britain’s staunch ally for most of the Napoleonic Wars, to unification in 1870, and through two world wars. Germany lost those two world wars, but

  it was not due to incompetence by soldier, sailor or airman. One loves and prefers the company of the gentleman, but one has to respect the player.
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  Lessons Learned?




   




   




   




   




  FOR WEEKS NOTHING very much had been happening along the front. German infantry peered through binoculars at French and British infantry peering back.

  Occasionally an aircraft would scoot rapidly into enemy territory and even more rapidly scoot back. Occasional raids would take place, desultory shelling by both sides killed a few of the unwary,

  and as usual the poor bloody infantry on both sides were firmly of the opinion that they were in for a long period of waiting.




  And then, at 0420 hours, with an hour or so still to go before that first faint glimmer on the horizon that the army calls first light, all hell broke loose. As if as one, 620 artillery field

  guns opened fire, 200 of them laying down a creeping barrage and the rest seeking out enemy gun batteries, likely forming-up places and routes by which reinforcements might come, while nine

  divisions supported by 400 tanks erupted out of the mist. By the time it was light they had taken their first objectives and were streaming on, bypassing anything that looked like fighting a

  determined defence, leaving it to be mopped up by the follow-on units. Overhead 376 fighter aircraft engaged enemy infantry on the move, shot up vehicles and defensive positions, and kept the skies

  clear of enemy aircraft, while 147 bombers attacked enemy airstrips, railways and stores depots. Close up behind the infantry came the engineer bridging units, throwing temporary bridges across obstacles or repairing damaged ones to allow the artillery to advance. Motorised logistic units pressed ahead with resupply of ammunition, rations, petrol and

  all the paraphernalia needed to wage modern war, and behind them loaded railway trains awaited the order to move forward to restock mobile depots. All the while ambulance units stood ready to

  evacuate the wounded. By 1130 hours the tanks and their accompanying infantry had passed through their second set of objectives, and the pilots of the close-support aircraft could see small groups

  of infantry using fire and movement to close with the enemy, and then move on, with long columns of prisoners trailing back towards the ‘cages’ already prepared for them. As the lead

  battalions and brigades became exhausted, fresh troops were fed through them and the seemingly unstoppable advance continued, with the defenders now disorganised and ready to break. By last light

  the attack had secured all its objectives for that day, had taken 36,000 prisoners of war, 634 artillery pieces and innumerable machine guns and other war-making equipment.




  It was a staggering and overwhelming success, mounted in great secret with assault troops moved up by night under strict radio silence, with all civilians moved out of the area, and all orders

  disseminated on a strict ‘need to know’ basis, with a minimum of written instructions. Blitzkrieg had arrived.




  But this picture is not of the Battle of France 1940, nor a description of German panzers driving through French and British defences like the proverbial hot knife through butter.F9 Rather, it took place on 8 August 1918 when General Sir Henry Rawlinson’s Fourth British Army initiated the Battle of Amiens, the first of the great

  Allied offensives that would win the First World War.




  Of course nobody called it Blitzkrieg then, and the Germans didn’t call it Blitzkrieg in 1940: that nickname was invented by the Allied press, but there was nothing particularly magical

  about it. Blitzkrieg was simply the coordination of all arms: the combination of infantry, armour, engineers, artillery and the air to produce shock on the battlefield. The aim of Blitzkrieg was

  not merely to kill enemy soldiers (although of course it did) but to catch the enemy off-balance – get inside his decision-making cycle, get him on the back foot and

  keep him there. It was what we today call manoeuvre warfare. It was the British who invented Blitzkrieg, but the defeated enemy who took the lessons away and remembered them, refined them, trained

  in them and applied them. By 1940 what the Germans practised in the Battle of France was nothing new; they were simply using principles that the British and the French knew perfectly well: the

  difference is that the Germans had made themselves significantly better at putting them into practice.




  In 1918 it was the British army which was the cutting edge of the Allied offensives that led to victory in November. The French army was worn out, still fragile from its mutinies of 1917, and

  incapable of displaying the élan and the offensive spirit à l’outrance that had characterised it in 1914; the Americans were inexperienced and still going through the

  learning process that the British had begun on the Somme two years before. The British army of 1918 was not, of course, anything like the army of 1914. It had metamorphosed from a small, long-term

  regular force made up of volunteer professionals into the first citizen army that the British had had since the Civil Wars. It had been a long, hard haul, first undertaken by the old regular

  battalions which after Mons, First Marne, the Aisne, Ypres and the battles of 1915 culminating at Loos, had little regular about them save for their standards and battle honours. It continued with

  the arrival of the Territorial Force, originally never intended to reinforce the field army, but rather to release it by replacing regular units in the UK and in other relatively peaceful stations.

  To these were added the fiercely patriotic New Armies, and finally the conscripts from 1916. The original BEF had been a superb organisation, man for man by far the better of any ally or enemy; but

  it was tiny, and performed the role that has always been that of the British regular army: to hold the barbarian at the gate until the nation mobilises its resources. Once the unprecedented

  expansion of the BEF began, standards inevitably fell, and the nadir of the British army was probably on the Somme, when under-trained and totally inexperienced New Army battalions were thrown

  against defence lines that had been eighteen months in the making. In a nation that relies on a small regular army and then has to expand massively in war, huge casualties

  are inevitable while that army learns its trade, and there will always be a Somme (or, as we shall see, a Normandy). That is the price for being a power that matters in the world, and there is no

  easy way round it. The British army learned from the Somme, however, and next year, beginning in the Battles of Arras, those lessons were put into practice. The Battle of Third Ypres in 1917 would

  have seen off any other army in the world, but the British came through it stronger and with morale undamaged.




  By the end of the war the British army was the most technologically advanced fighting machine on land anywhere. The British had invented the tank, and by 1918 they were very good at using it;

  they had promoted and developed military aviation when those great innovators, the Americans, who invented powered flight in the first place, dismissed flying as nothing more than a circus

  attraction, and by 1918 the British had the world’s only independent air force. They were front-runners in the development of military communications, artillery methods and military medicine,

  and they still had by far the largest and most powerful navy.




  As with any great undertaking, governments and military leaders sought to extract the lessons from 1914–18. What had gone well, and why; what had not gone well and might be improved next

  time, and what might be done to prepare for the next great struggle, should it come. Britain, at war for so much of her history, had never fought a high-intensity conflict before. Traditionally,

  she waged war with her navy, using blockade and intervention, a largely maritime strategy that saw the army as a missile to be fired by the navy, which could put soldiers on land anywhere there was

  a coastline, and take them off again to fight another day. In the Great War, for the first time, she found herself fighting the main enemy in the main theatre for the whole of the war, and she

  found that the Asquithian ‘business as usual’ methods of waging war simply would not work. As the war went on Britain found that increasingly government had to intervene in all sorts of

  fields that before the war would never have been considered any of government’s business. Gradually, while not every aspect of national life necessarily ended up being run by government, the

  government almost certainly had an interest in it.




  Total war may be defined as war in which the total resources of the nation – economic, industrial, demographic, military and political – are directed to one

  primary aim: the winning of that war. The Great War was the first total war in which Britain had ever engaged, and the methods needed to win it were drastic, authoritarian and only capable of being

  introduced gradually. It was all very un-British and certainly illiberal, but by the end of 1918 ministers, generals, civil servants and planners had a pretty good idea how to mobilise for total

  war, albeit they had arrived at that understanding by improvisation, trial and error, experimentation and forays down all manner of blind alleys.




  One of the major lessons of the First War was the use, or misuse, of available manpower, and it was found that direction of manpower was necessary. Conscription for the services is the obvious

  example, but direction of labour was also necessary for industry; and industry had to be compelled to produce the goods needed for the war at a price that the country could afford. Alone among the

  powers of the Old World, Britain had never previously implemented conscription, which would have been seen as an unacceptable infringement of an Englishman’s rights. When Asquith’s

  government made the decision to deploy an army to Europe to fight beside the French, it was hoped that the necessary expansion could be undertaken by voluntary enlistment. The initial response to

  the call for men to fight for King and Country was overwhelming; the first hundred thousand enlisted within ten days of asking, the second by 28 August 1914 and the third by mid September. The

  trouble was that too many of these eager volunteers had left civilian jobs where they would have contributed far more to the war effort than by wielding a rifle and bayonet; and the munitions

  industries, already only large enough to provide for the relatively modest needs of peace with a bit over for export, began to lag even further behind in their efforts to equip the expanded

  army.




  In an attempt to curb indiscriminate volunteering to the detriment of essential industries, from early in 1915 the government introduced the War Service Badge scheme, whereby those considered

  essential to the war effort in their civil occupations were given a badge, which protected them from white-feather profferers and importunate recruiters. It was not

  terribly successful, largely because the Admiralty handed them out to anyone who wanted one – 400,000 by July 1915 – while the War Office was more selective at 80,000. With the setting

  up of the Ministry of Munitions the two-tier badge scheme came to an end, and the ministry became the sole badge-awarding agency, but only to those working in the munitions industries. This too was

  open to abuse, and until a national register was drawn up, putting everyone into an occupation that could be classified as being essential or otherwise, the ministry could only rely on

  employers’ views of who was and who was not an essential war worker.




  By the end of 1915 the risk of losing essential workers to the services (overwhelmingly the army, as the navy was already far bigger than anyone else’s) was outweighed by the stark fact

  that the weekly intake of recruits for the army was 30 per cent below that required. It now seemed that conscription into the services was inevitable, but, because of objections by trade

  unions,F10 one more chance was given to the system of voluntary recruitment. When this, too, proved incapable of reconciling the needs of the

  army with those of industry, the National Service Act was put into law in January 1916, and shortly afterwards all voluntary enlistment ceased.




  It was hoped that this act would, with a national register and a schedule of protected employments, enable manpower to be made available for the army while still ensuring that essential

  industries could be manned. There were teething problems, principally over what was and what was not an industrial occupation essential to the war effort. For a while the government simply threw up

  its hands and passed to the trade unions the responsibility for deciding whether a man should be classified as being in a ‘starred’ (i.e. protected) trade or whether he could be taken

  by the army. This governmental opt-out fell apart in a very short time: to ask trade union leaders to take what might turn out to be life or death decisions affecting the men who had elected them

  to office as their protectors against the wicked employers, was unreasonable and unworkable.




  The system continued to be refined, and by the winter of 1917 the Ministry of Munitions was able to produce a Schedule of Protected Occupations, which provided a graded immunity for conscription

  according to age, trade and medical category. At the same time the various badges and certificates were replaced by exemption certificates. These certificates, however, could be withdrawn by simple

  administrative action, to satisfy the varying needs of the services and of industry; so to meet trade union concerns, local tribunals were established to hear appeals from workers, or employers,

  who felt that certificates had been wrongly withdrawn or wrongly granted. Medical examinations were instituted so that time was not wasted by decertifying a man unfit for military service. The

  system was now reasonably flexible. In August 1917 the Ministry of National Service was set up, with overall responsibility for the direction of manpower, and when at the end of the year it became

  obvious that the army would not get the number of recruits it needed, it was a relatively simple procedure for the ministry to raise the age of protection and make numbers of those previously

  exempt available for conscription. By 1918, and the passing of the Military Service Act that refined and embodied various separate acts and orders in council, the government was in a position to

  meet the needs of the army, despite the ever-increasing output of war materials – and the consequent need for skilled labour – from industry.




  On the declaration of war in August 1914 the total manpower available to the army – regulars, reservists and Territorials – was 733,184.F11 By the end of 1914, less than five months after war had been declared, the strength of the army was 1,684,700, and thereafter:1
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  The varying systems, or lack of them, had at least managed to keep the army up to strength despite battle casualties, but it was clear, in reviewing the

  lessons of 1914–18, that such haphazard recruitment and manning procedures were not the best way to do it, and that plans should be in place for the introduction of conscription and a

  schedule of reserved/exempt/protected occupations as soon as war was declared, or even in the run-up to war.




  Another lesson – drawn mainly from the Western Front – was that the impact of casualties in units, mainly infantry battalions, recruited from small or limited areas is far greater

  than if the same number of casualties are spread chronologically and geographically over the whole country. Territorial and ‘Pals’ battalions made up of men recruited from a few

  streets, the same factory, a couple of villages, had all the strengths that homogeneity of race, culture, language and tastes provided; they drank in the same pubs, went out with one

  another’s sisters and supported the same football team. There was a strong sense of not letting down one’s chums. The disadvantage, of course, was that when those battalions took

  casualties, they all happened at the same time and they all impacted upon the same area, producing the (erroneous) belief that Britain lost a generation in the First World War.




  The solution was to adopt the American post-civil war system, where by deliberate policy regiments of infantry were drawn from right across the Union, rather than from a particular territorial

  area. It was all very well to recognise this, but the British infantry (and it was mainly the infantry that would be affected) were (and are) wedded to what they saw as the regimental system, with

  a high price being put on territorial loyalty and with a great reluctance to change cap badges. Conscripting men and posting them so that battalions would be composed of men drawn from across the

  nation might be logical and cost-effective, to say nothing of reducing the impact of heavy casualties, but it would be opposed by the regiments, and perhaps by the men themselves.




  It was not just the allocation of manpower between industry and the armed services that would have to be addressed before the next war came along, but also how that portion of the population

  directed to industry should be treated and managed, and here too there were lessons to be learned from the Great War. It is easy to forget, in post-Thatcher Britain, that

  there was a time when industrial disputes were a regular occurrence, and when trade unions could hold governments to ransom. Strikes and associated action did not cease on the outbreak of war,

  although to be fair they did reduce. In 1913 a total of 9,800,000 working days were lost by industrial stoppages; in 1915 this dropped to 2,950,000, but by 1917 it was up to 5,650,000

  days.2 It may be thought rather odd that a soldier at the front could be sentenced to death for refusing to obey a lawful command, whereas a worker

  at home, probably paid more than the soldier, could go on strike without suffering any penalty – certainly a lot of soldiers thought so. Dictatorships rarely have to worry about keeping

  organised labour happy, but in a democracy, particularly in a democracy at war, labour has to be kept on side or it will not produce the goods needed at the front. Making all strikes illegal in

  1914–18 would have been unenforceable, and unacceptable to the mass of the population, even if any political party could have been persuaded to try to get such a measure through the

  House.




  If industrial disputes were to be prevented, or at least kept to a minimum, it was clear that government would have to control industry and employment in a way that had never been contemplated

  before. Pre-war wages and working conditions were a matter for negotiation between employees, via their unions if such existed, and employers, usually, although not always, at local level. When war

  broke out in August 1914 employers and trade unions declared an ‘industrial peace’ which agreed to leave outstanding differences in abeyance until after the war, and promised to try to

  find an amicable settlement to any new dispute. The difficulty was that the peace agreement had been negotiated on a national level, and trade union national executives had little or no control

  over local officials. This lack of grip by the centre, combined with a rise in the cost of living and rumours that employers were pocketing huge profits from war contracts, soon led to the collapse

  of the peace agreement and a strike over wages in that hot bed of workers’ militancy, the Clyde. In defiance of national trade union leaders the Clyde strike went on for a month, and while a

  face-saving formula was eventually cobbled together to end it, local militants knew that they had the upper hand.




  If the entire resources of the nation really were to be harnessed to the war effort, then many hallowed industrial practices – or malpractices – would have

  to be reformed. These ranged from job demarcation to wages to the resolution of disputes. Demarcation meant that only men classified as skilled were allowed to do skilled jobs. It was the unions

  that decided whether or not a job was skilled, and whether or not a man was qualified to do it. With the expansion in industry and the departure of workers who had volunteered for the army, there

  was a shortage of skilled men. Many of the jobs were not particularly skilled anyway, but any thought of bringing in semi-skilled men, or downgrading the jobs to unskilled, had to be negotiated

  with the trade unions. Again, the shortage of workers led to employers poaching men from other firms by offering higher wages or, when wages were brought under control, by bogus allowances. All

  this was happening against a background of a general rise in the cost of living, and if inflation was not to get out of hand then wages would have to be brought under control. In March 1915 the

  Treasury Agreement was signed between government and engineering and associated unions. Under the agreement the unions surrendered the right to strike in exchange for a system of arbitration and a

  promise that the government would limit employers’ profits. Like the Peace Agreement before it, the Treasury Agreement fell apart because national executives could not control union officials

  and members at local level.




  At last, in July 1915, the government moved to make strikes illegal by the Munitions of War Act. The act not only made it unlawful to strike but also introduced compulsory arbitration and a

  control on wages. It only applied, however, to munitions factories, and not to other fields – such as coal mining – which could directly affect weapons production (no coal – no

  coke – no steel), although there was a provision for strikes in those other industries to be brought under the act by royal proclamation, should it be considered that such secondary action

  affected the war effort. Two weeks after the act came on to the statute book, 200,000 miners in South Wales went on strike, and that strike was declared illegal by proclamation.




  While it is true that there were one or two politicians – and not a few soldiersF12 – who would have

  quite liked to send a battalion or two into Wales to show the miners the error of their ways, this was hardly an option at this stage of the war, and would anyway have been counter-productive. The

  strike was settled, but not before the government was shown to be all but toothless as far as stopping mass strikes was concerned. There were other strikes, and the lesson that came out of those

  was that attempting to make strikes illegal was simply not enforceable, short of resorting to methods of coercion that we purported to deplore when employed by our enemies. Compulsory arbitration,

  however, was useful, as even if it failed to resolve strikes it did settle many disagreements that could have led to strikes, and was an instrument that could be redeployed for another war.




  Like strike control, wages control was another desirable power that the government was never really able to exert. It tried, and had some influence over pay awards, but was never able to

  institute the widespread controls on wages, and hence inflation, that it would have wished. The conclusion was that wage control was a good thing, and should be attempted, but exactly how that

  could be done was another matter.




  Perhaps the most extraordinary piece of legislation ever to be passed by a British government – and a Liberal government at that – was the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA), by which

  the government conferred upon itself powers that in a later age the Gestapo would rather like to have. Originally intended to deal with spies and traitors, DORA authorised trial by court martial

  for any person whose actions were deemed to jeopardise the success of His Majesty’s forces or to assist the enemy. Fair enough, one might think, although why a court martial – with

  exactly the same rules of evidence and a rather greater reluctance to convict – should be chosen rather than the well-established civil courts is a mystery. Soon DORA’s tentacles spread

  wider, and on 28 August 1914 it became an offence under the act ‘to spread reports likely to cause disaffection or alarm’: note the absence of the word ‘untrue’ before

  ‘reports’. DORA was of course a marvellous instrument for social control, and as ordinary crime decreased so she was used more and more.3 Demonstrations likely to cause undue demands on local police forces, failing to observe the blackout,F13 lighting

  bonfires or having pigeons without a permit (which might be signalling to the enemy), throwing rice at weddings and selling jam tarts on a sugar-free day (hindering the war effort by wasting food),

  and infecting a soldier with venereal disease were all offences punishable under DORA. More drastic were the rights to detain suspects without charge, to search without warrant, to remove from any

  area any person deemed hazardous to the war effort and forbid that person’s return. The act also allowed the revocation of British naturalisation by erstwhile citizens of an enemy power, and

  the detention of enemy aliens. All in all, DORA was an excellent weapon in the government’s armoury, and one that would be wheeled out again in 1939.




  While various government departments set up all sorts of committees and subcommittees to examine how they might prosecute the next war by learning from the last, the armed services were doing

  the same. The difference was that civil servants and politicians could not be seen to be taking the likelihood of war for granted – which might turn out to a self-fulfilling prophesy –

  whereas the soldiers and sailors and airmen were paid to prepare for war, or at least to draw up theoretical plans for it, and if they did not seriously consider the lessons from the last war they

  would be considered to have failed in their duty.




  The army, and to a lesser extent the navy and the air force,F14 began to assimilate lessons from the Great War within days of any particular

  action. The change in the army between 1914 and 1918 was not just an increase in the numbers and the social composition of its manpower, but also the development of its tactics based on what had

  gone before. Training directives and manuals were constantly updated to reflect experience, and this process continued in the inter-war years, with doctrine amended to take

  into account government policy, the latest technology and the perceived threat.




  Mindful of the distrust and intrigue that had marred civil/military relations between 1914 and 1918, the army wanted it recognised that the government must have confidence in its generals.

  Changing the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, the professional head of the army, and sending most of his staff to the front in 1914, thus having only a second eleven to provide central

  direction of the conduct of the whole war, had been very damaging. In a reference to the difficulties caused by having the Mesopotamian campaign directed by the Indian government rather than from

  Whitehall, one report4 insisted that central direction of the war was essential, and recommended the formation of a national government, to

  coincide with the beginning of mobilisation, in order that the whole nation could devote its resources to the prosecution of the war, regardless of political affiliations. In view of the

  possibility of air attacks on London, the seat of government should be moved north as soon as mobilisation was ordered.




  Most military thinkers realised that the days of trying to fight a major war with an entirely voluntary system of recruitment were over. Noting that the British army had never been large enough

  to finish any war quickly, they recognised – as had the government – that direction of manpower would be necessary to ensure that the needs of both the armed forces and industry could

  be met. Large numbers of potential officers had been killed in 1914–15, having been allowed to enlist as private soldiers in the New Armies, rather than having their quality recognised early

  on and diverting them into officer-training units; and only direction of manpower right from the beginning could prevent this happening again. The syllabuses of the Officer Training Corps in

  schools and universitiesF15 were questioned, as not being as up-to-date as they should be, and not interesting enough to attract and train the large numbers that would be needed in a future major war.




  Considerable discussion, at all levels of the army, was devoted to tactical lessons that might be applicable to a future war. Accepting that the size of the British army necessitated its being a

  rapier rather than a bludgeon, much thought was given to the achievement of surprise, which had been very difficult in the last war, particularly on the Western Front. Smoke, use of ground,

  operating by night and deception operations were all considered, and as late as 1932 the army was regretting ‘losing the invaluable help of gas’.5




  It is often forgotten that while it was the Germans who initiated the use of gas as a weapon, in 1915, and suffered the opprobrium of so doing, it was the British who became the experts in its

  use and reaped what military advantage there was to be had from it. Gas warfare escalated from chlorine to phosgene and its variants to mustard gas between 1915 and 1918, but the British always

  waited until the Germans took the next step up and then replied with their own, rather better, version. With improved means of delivery and vastly superior protection, the British became masters of

  chemical warfare, and in looking to a future war the military would dearly have loved to compensate for numerical weakness by the employment of this relatively inexpensive weapon, particularly as

  Germany – by 1933 the most likely enemy – was forbidden by the Versailles Treaty from manufacturing or possessing chemical weapons. As it was, the British government held to the

  provisions of the Hague Convention of 1907 and the Geneva Convention of 1929, and eschewed the offensive use of chemical warfare. In the event, although all belligerents in the Second World War did

  stockpile gas and developed detection and protection capabilities, in the west only Soviet Russia had an admitted offensive capability at the outset, which she did not use. In Germany Hitler

  forbade the use of gas offensively, although development took place, but one can only assume that the failure of Russia to use it in 1941–2 was due to the fear of retaliation.




  Any soldier who had been anywhere near the Western Front understood the importance of firepower, particularly artillery, as the only way to reduce an enemy’s ability to resist if surprise

  could not be achieved, and as an essential adjunct if it could. Interestingly, the Kirke Report of 1932 thought that the solution was either to increase the amount of

  artillery, or to augment the number of armoured fighting vehicles, or to improve mobility of the infantry, or to provide the infantry with its own covering fire in the form of mortars. What it

  should have said, of course, was that all those were needed, but post-war underfunding and constant pressure to save money had made generals reluctant to ask for anything that smacked of

  extravagance. Experience had shown that the shrapnel shell was of little use in modern war and should be replaced by high explosive, and there was a general recognition that firepower saved

  lives.




  Even those generals (most) opposed to peacetime conscription (most) recognised that a professional army, such as the British, ran the risk of not being in touch with up-to-date scientific

  thought, something that would not be the case in a conscript force where all sections of society were represented. Thinking generals (again, most) were keen that developments in technology should

  be harnessed for military purposes, and they particularly favoured the extended use of armoured fighting vehicles because these could provide firepower without elaborate fire plans (they could not,

  but the idea was sound). One view, however, held that any expansion of the tank arm should wait until the outbreak of war, on the grounds that technology was forever changing, and improvements in

  design were coming along almost daily (one can see the hand of the Treasury in that one!). All-arms cooperation had been the basis of the BEF’s success in 1918, and most soldiers saw that as

  something to be continued and developed. The concept of armoured infantry – infantry carried in its own integral armoured vehicles – was being talked about forty years before it became

  a reality, and there were suggestions that the only way to avoid the exhaustion which had often prevented initial success being exploited was to have strong reserves of all arms, including

  mechanised artillery, tanks and lorry-borne infantry, ready to pass through and drive deep into enemy territory.




  Another avenue examined was one that has been trodden by soldiers since – and doubtless before – the time of Julius Caesar to the present day: the load carried by the infantryman. An

  infantry soldier must perforce be like a snail, and carry his house with him. He need not, however, move at the same speed as the snail, and armies have always sought to lighten the load on the man’s back in order to enable him to move farther and faster, and to enable him to arrive on the objective fit to fight. The difficulty has always been that as

  one particular item is made lighter, or is superseded as unnecessary, something else comes along that has to be carried. The total weight carried by the average infantryman has thus remained very

  much the same for at least two thousand years, albeit that he carries different items which are better distributed about his body and that he is much more comfortable than his predecessor. It is

  probable that the infantryman will always carry around 60 lbs weight, as this is the load that can be carried by the average man without undue discomfort. He will become ever more effective with

  what he carries, however, as individual items become lighter, thus allowing him to be given yet another piece of kit deemed useful.




  A good example is field service clothing. The British were the first to introduce a uniform that was practical for wear in the field and which provided the soldier with a measure of camouflage

  – khaki service dress. This, with some modification, remained in use for a century and a half until replaced by a dark green combat suit, followed by a disruptive pattern combat suit, and

  then (in 1998) by a layered system which catered for extremes of climate. Each piece of clothing is lighter, but there are more items, so the overall weight stays the same. The soldier of the Great

  War had a semi-waterproof groundsheet and a blanket issued for sleeping purposes – a system that remained unchanged until the 1980s when sleeping bags came along, shortly followed by the

  Goretex revolution.F16 The soldier now carried a sleeping bag, a liner and a ‘bivvie bag’ (a small individual tent), far more than his single blanket and groundsheet, but the weight stayed the same. Much

  the same applied to ammunition – the 7.62mm Self Loading Rifle was replaced by the 5.56mm SA80; ammunition was far lighter so much more could be carried – again the total weight was

  unchanged.




  Inevitably the army looked at organisations post-1918, and as the machine gun had been proved to be a major support weapon both in attack and defence, there were many

  opinions on how it should be employed. In 1914 each infantry battalion had its own integral machine-gun section of two medium guns (Maxim, followed by Vickers-Maxim followed by Vickers, essentially

  the same gun with modifications). In late 1915 battalion medium guns were withdrawn and the Machine-Gun Corps was formed, thus enabling these assets to be concentrated and used more effectively, on

  the German model. As part of the post-war reductions, the Machine-Gun Corps was disbanded and the guns went back to infantry battalions. Many soldiers felt that this did not offer the fire support

  wanted, and while rejecting a return to the Machine-Gun Corps, advocated the conversion of some infantry battalions into machine-gun battalions, on the scale of one per division. Similarly, while

  expansion of the tank arm was being recommended, so it was recognised that infantry battalions would need some form of anti-tank weapon.




  Communications, very much a problem in the Great War, came in for much study after it. This subject went hand-in-hand with command and control, because in order to influence the battle

  commanders had to know what was happening, which meant being able to receive information in real time, not hours or days after the event. Until the advent of modern artillery, machine guns and

  barbed wire, a commander could sit upon his horse and be able to see pretty well the whole battle area. He knew what was going on and could send his gallopers, his aides-de-camp and his runners to

  tell subordinate commanders what to do next. He could keep his reserves close up, to be deployed at the critical moment, to take advantage of an unforeseen opportunity, to reinforce success or to

  avert disaster. By 1914 technology had forced dispersion on the battlefield and those likely to influence the battle could no longer see what was going on. For information they relied on

  communication by telephone, runner, galloper, pigeon, flags and flashing lights – some, or even all, of which might work in static defence positions, but which were inevitably subject to long

  delays or even complete breakdown when the troops attempted to manoeuvre.




  The army recognised the need for reliable communications, but, perhaps surprisingly, not all were sold on wider use of radio, or W/T (wireless transmission) as it was

  then known. Radio did exist, and by 1918 each division had one, but long before the invention of the transistor and the printed circuit these were huge, fragile and far from portable. While it was

  accepted that portable and reliably soldier-proof radios would eventually be produced, and some advocated that all communications forward of brigade headquarters should be by radio once such sets

  became available, there were others who thought that these might be jammed by more powerful enemy devices. In 1932 the Kirke Report made a quite startling suggestion for the time. Pointing out that

  if enemy jamming, or the simple failure of radios to work, were likely, then there were only two options. One was to revert to the wartime system of rigid plans which laid down in great detail

  exactly what everyone had to do in all given circumstances, with all the disadvantages that entailed, while the other was to issue broad directives, give complete discretion to junior commanders

  and let them get on with it. This latter was what the German army called auftragstaktik, which would enable them to run rings round the British and French in the Battle of France in 1940 and

  which the British would belatedly adopt as Mission Command and then Manoeuvre Warfare long after the Second World War was over and (almost) forgotten.




  The fighting on the Western Front had convinced most who had experienced it that horsed cavalry could not operate against machine guns and barbed wire. The British, as a result of their

  experience in South Africa, had recognised this long before the French or the Germans did, and thus British and Indian cavalry on the Western Front was in practice if not in name mounted infantry,

  equipped with the same rifle (as opposed to an inferior carbine) as the infantry. In the immediate post-war years there were those who considered that the march of technology had now left no role

  for cavalry in battle against a sophisticated enemy, but even they had difficulty in finding an alternative. Everyone accepted a scenario where attacking forces had broken through enemy positions

  and fresh troops had to be moved rapidly up to exploit. As men could not march fast enough, and as the lorry had as yet little or no cross-country capability, and as armoured personnel carriers,

  while envisaged in theory, were considered to be beyond the peacetime budget, perhaps cavalry would still be needed. It was an argument that would continue throughout the

  inter-war years, and the proponents of a role for horsed cavalry were not all military dinosaurs baying at progress from their intellectual caves.




  Prior to the outbreak of war in 1914 there had been no expectation that the army would expand to the size that actually became necessary. The army reserves existed to bring the regular army up

  to war establishment, while the Territorial Force would assume the defence of the United Kingdom and man some overseas garrisons to release regular units for the front. In the event, Lord

  Kitchener, appointed Minister for War at the outbreak, realised that existing arrangements could not produce the mass armies that would be needed, and raised the New Armies, battalions of existing

  regular regiments manned by voluntary enlistment. As we have seen, this had great advantages but also serious weaknesses, and the general view of the army was that in a future war the second line

  should be the Territorial Force, renamed the Territorial Army, with such legal changes as would be needed to allow it to be deployed overseas. As the standards and experiences of Territorial

  soldiers would inevitably lag behind those of the regulars, it was intended to bolster such units with regular officers and men rotating through them, with Territorials being given the option of

  occasional service with regular units. Expansion beyond the existing strength of the Territorial Army would be achieved by units splitting in two, thus retaining at least some experience in the

  newly created battalions or regiments.




  The Royal Navy had found the Great War less traumatic than had the army. For centuries Britain’s defence had been her navy, and while the very existence of European powers depended on the

  possession of an army, Britain without one might have had to give up her Empire, but would still have endured as a nation. The roles of the Royal Navy in the Great War were those that had directed

  its activities since at least the reign of Elizabeth I: the defence of the homeland (and now of the Empire); the preservation of the freedom of the seas for British trade; the delivery of the

  British army to, and its removal from, theatres of operations; the blockade of enemy coastlines; and the prevention of enemy fleets from doing any of these.




  From 1914 to 1918 the Royal Navy had performed those tasks admirably. The blockade was in place from the outset, and by preventing Germany from importing food and raw

  materials it contributed greatly to her inability to continue the war beyond 1918. It was the Royal Navy which ensured that it was the Allies and not the Germans who could take advantage of the

  slack in American industrial capacity, and the Royal Navy that made it possible for the American army to have one million men in Europe by the end of 1917. In the only major fleet-on-fleet naval

  battle of the war, Jutland on 31 May 1916,F17 the British Grand Fleet lost more ships and more men than the German High Seas Fleet; but next day

  the Grand Fleet was ready for action, whereas the High Seas Fleet had fled back to port and never came out again.




  There was less public scrutiny of naval affairs after the war, partly because pre-war the Royal Navy had been maintained to the two-power standard – at least as big as the two next largest

  navies combined – and did not have to manage a massive expansion into a citizen force; partly because naval casualties did not attract headlines in the way the Somme or Third Ypres did for

  the army; and partly because the Royal Navy was generally considered to have done all that it was asked to do, and out of sight at that. The muted mutterings of the cognoscenti as to why there had

  not been an annihilation of the German fleet at Jutland; the occasional remonstrance from the mayor of a seaside town subject to German shelling; and the real threat to British imports in 1917

  until the convoy system was instituted, went largely unnoticed. There were, however, two major fields of naval warfare where there were lessons to be learned, and in which the Royal Navy took a

  great interest: aviation and submarines.




  The Royal Navy had been interested in aviation since the inception of powered flight. It was the first navy to establish an air branch, when in 1909 the naval estimates included the sum of

  £35,000 for the purchase of airships. At first the navy was interested in aircraft as being able to act as the eyes of the fleet, looking well beyond the horizon to give warning of the

  presence of enemy vessels. As dirigibles gave way to fixed-wing machines, larger naval vessels carried one or two seaplanes, and HMS Ark Royal became the

  navy’s first seaplane carrier. These aircraft were winched over the side and the pilot took off from the sea, landing alongside to be winched inboard again when his sortie was complete. The

  problem with seaplanes, which instead of wheels had floats enabling them to land on water, was that to winch them into and out of the sea the ship had to stop – making it a target for

  submarines – and they could not achieve the altitude necessary to take on the huge German Zeppelin airships, which not only acted as scouts for German naval forces but also on occasion bombed

  the British mainland. The answer was to use fighter aircraft; but while a fighter could be launched from a makeshift platform on a cruiser or a battleship, given a bit of luck, it could not land

  back on, and so had eventually to crash-land in the sea, from which the aircraft and its pilot might or might not be recovered by the mother ship.




  The first aircraft carrier converted for aircraft landings, as well as take-offs, was HMS Furious, which joined the fleet in the summer of 1917. On 2 August 1917 Lieutenant Commander E.

  H. Dunning RN became the first pilot to land successfully on Furious, and indeed the first to land on any ship at sea, and although he managed to kill himself when trying to repeat the

  operation a few days later, the concept was sound. In July 1918 a modified Furious launched seven Sopwith Camels to attack airship sheds in northern Germany. They destroyed two airships and

  returned safely to the mother ship. By the end of the war Britain had two aircraft carriers in service and plans for more. The battleship was still the capital ship of the fleet, but many sailors

  began to wonder whether the dreadnought might not now be superseded by the aircraft carrier.




  The other major innovation to affect war at sea was the submarine. The Royal Navy commissioned its first submarines in 1902, and the Imperial German Navy in 1906. Originally seen as coastal

  defence vessels, improvements in engines and batteries allowed submarines to become truly ocean-going, and with the addition of an effective torpedo powered by a compressed air engine, equally

  capable of offensive action. In 1914 the Royal Navy saw the role of the submarine as being in conjunction with the surface fleet, its main task that of reconnaissance. As the war went on, this

  changed. British submarines that penetrated the Dardanelles and got into the Sea of Marmora achieved results out of all proportion to numbers and cost; but it was in the

  Atlantic that submarine warfare reached an intensity that, for a brief period, threatened Britain’s ability to continue the war.




  One of the reasons for Britain entering the war in 1914 was German insistence on developing a blue-water fleet. Because Germany had no overseas colonies of note, and was not dependent upon

  imports from abroad, as Britain was, there could only be one reason for her to develop a navy, and that was to take on Britain. Although by 1914 Germany had the world’s second largest navy it

  was still considerably inferior to Britain’s, and German admirals knew that it could not directly challenge the Royal Navy. If Germany could not command the seas on the surface, she might,

  however, be able to achieve much below it, and with a total of twenty-four submarines at the beginning of 1914, she built another fifteen that year and eventually disposed of 140 by 1917. Of all

  the Allied and neutral shipping sunk by Germany during the war, 88 per cent was sunk by submarines, rather than by surface craft, mines and aircraft. Eventually the British overcame the U-boat

  menace by instituting the convoy system, which had worked against surface raiders in the Napoleonic wars. The lesson for the future was there to be noted: a hugely expensive surface warship could

  be sunk by a torpedo costing relative pennies, and a nation that relied for survival on command of the seas could not ignore the submarine threat.




  On 1 April 1918 the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air Service merged to become the Royal Air Force, the third of Britain’s fighting services and the world’s first

  independent air force. Not everyone wanted that to happen: Major General (later Marshal of the Royal Air Force Viscount) Sir Hugh Trenchard, commanding the Royal Flying Corps in France, thought it

  ‘quite unsound’, as did Field Marshal Haig, otherwise a staunch advocate of military aviation.6 The reasons for forming the RAF were as

  much political as military: Prime Minister Lloyd George saw hiving-off military aviation into a separate service as a way to diminish the power of the Commander-in-Chief of the BEF, and Lloyd

  George was no friend of Haig’s.




  Despite the political chicanery that surrounded the formation of the RAF, there were very sound reasons for taking aviation away from the army and the navy and putting

  it into a separate independent service. It had originally been intended that the Royal Flying Corps, founded in 1912, would be an inter-service organisation, with army and naval pilots and crew. It

  would provide aviation support wherever and however needed, and while for convenience it would be administered by the army, its loyalties would be to its function, divorced from petty inter-service

  rivalry. Inevitably, perhaps, this was not to be. When the role of aircraft was seen as reconnaissance it worked well enough, but as the capabilities of aircraft expanded, and with the Royal Navy

  forming its own Royal Naval Air Service in 1914, very much egged on and enthusiastically supervised by the First Lord, Winston Churchill, there was increasing competition between the army and the

  navy for aircraft, engines and spares.




  For most of the war the British managed to maintain at least air parity, and often air superiority, more by aggression in taking the action to the Germans, than because British aircraft were

  better – often they were not.F18 As the war continued, tasks came to be identified that could be discharged by aircraft but which were not

  necessarily of direct interest to either of the two services. An example was the air defence of Great Britain. The possibility of death and destruction being delivered from the skies had been

  recognised, and in 1915 Admiral Lord Fisher, the First Sea Lord,F19 had produced a paper that was seen as alarmist but was in fact merely

  twenty-five years ahead of its time, in which he suggested the possibility of a ton of high explosive being dropped from an aircraft on to Horse Guards Parade, killing all manner of generals, civil

  servants and politicians.7 In the summer of 1917 German bombers raided London and while little damage was done and only a few killed, there was

  widespread panic and demands that ‘something must be done’. Two squadrons of the RFC were detached from the Western Front, one stationed near Canterbury and the

  other at Calais, to defend London, while the RNAS was given responsibility for the air defence of the rest of the kingdom. No more raids occurred, until the RFC squadrons were recalled to their

  primary duty of waging war against the German army, when the weather improved and another raid took place. Consideration was given to retaliatory raids against German cities, and although this was

  decided against on the grounds that it would only provoke the Germans and that there were not sufficient aircraft anyway, it was certainly seen as a possibility for the future and something that

  could be embarked upon independently of the army or the navy.




  The government then set up an inquiry under General Smuts,F20 which recommended that the RFC and the RNAS should be combined under an Air

  Board, which in due course became the Air Ministry. After that an independent air force was just a matter of time. The potential of air power was clearly recognised, even if it was often

  exaggerated. The Smuts report remarked:




  

    

      …the day may not be far off when aerial operations, with their devastation of enemy lands and destruction of industrial and populous centres on a

      vast scale, may become the principal operations of war, to which the older forms of military and naval operations may become secondary and subordinate.


    


  




  The lessons that airmen took away from the war were that protection of the home base could no longer be the sole preserve of the Royal Navy, and that air power could be wielded

  independently of the other two services.




  At the end of the greatest war in human history, the most intensive that Britain had ever engaged in, it must have seemed that politicians, administrators, soldiers, sailors and airmen had

  absorbed the lessons. The need for the mobilisation of all the nation’s resources from the beginning, the requirement for government to control and direct manpower

  and industrial output seemed clear and unquestionable. The military had learned the dangers of indiscriminate voluntary recruiting, absorbed the need for more firepower and an increase in the

  mobility of the infantry, seen the potential of the tank, and grasped the importance of communications. The navy bent its mind to the impact of aviation and the submarine on war at sea; while the

  newly created air marshals debated the air defence of the United Kingdom and the possibility of projecting power over distances never previously possible. Doctrinally at least, Britain was very

  well placed to fight the next war.




  It was one thing to identify the lessons, and quite another to implement them.
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  ‘IT SHOULD BE ASSUMED, for framing revised estimates, that the British Empire will not be engaged in any great war during the next ten years, and

  that no expeditionary force is required for this purpose.’ So announced the British cabinet on 15 August 1919, a cabinet that included that scourge of appeasers and standard-bearer for

  British military might, Winston S. Churchill, combining the posts of Secretary for War and Secretary for Air, and that scion of the conservative squirearchy, Walter Long, as First Lord of the

  Admiralty. The ten-year rule, extended year by year, was to govern British defence policy for the next thirteen years, and effectively prevented any meaningful military expansion, nor allowed any

  expenditure beyond immediate needs. By the time it was abandoned, in 1932, it was far too late.




  A mere nine months before the adoption of the ten-year rule, Britain disposed of the mightiest, most technologically advanced and most capable military machine ever seen. It had

  soundly trounced the world’s foremost military power on land, destroyed the remnants of one empire (the Ottoman) and made a major contribution to the disappearance of another (the

  Austro-Hungarian). It included the world’s largest navy by far, and its only independent air force. Now it was to be dismantled just as soon as the men could be paid off and the ships,

  airplanes and tanks sold, scrapped or put into mothballs. The government could, said Prime Minister Lloyd George, take some risks in defence, but none in social and

  economic affairs.




  At the end of the First World War the victorious British army, not including Empire and Dominion forces, fielded worldwide sixty-seven infantry divisions, or 804 battalions, and twenty-six

  battalions of tanks, supported by artillery, engineers, the Machine-Gun Corps and the logistics and communication units to back them up. The Royal Air Force deployed 155 operational squadrons, or

  about 1,800 aircraft, as well as those used for training in Canada (around 400) and those awaiting issue, in workshops being repaired or in the resupply chain. In addition there were the forces of

  the Empire, although of these only India could be expected to retain units of any significance in peacetime.




  With the armistice in November 1918 and the eventual Versailles Treaty the following year, Britain began to divest herself of the trappings of war as quickly as she decently could. Residual

  obligations such as the partial occupation of Germany, military assistance to the White Russians and absorption of former Turkish and German colonies would have to be discharged, but otherwise

  there was a rush to get back to whatever passed for normal. The Prime Minister announced the end of conscription, without even discussing it with the CIGS, and much resentment was caused by the

  early release from the army of men needed in industry ahead of less qualified men who had been in the service longer. Whatever the lessons learned, not very much attention was paid to the

  possibility of another world war, and while sergeants major did not exactly find themselves unemployable except as crossing sweepers,F21 as they

  had following the wholesale reductions after Waterloo, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig (Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force from December 1915 until April 1919) had to chivvy and

  threaten and bully to get the government to do anything for the welfare of disabled ex-servicemen.




  Why would anyone want to consider the possibility of another war? The German beast was safely caged, with restrictions as to the size and composition of her army, Alsace

  and Lorraine were French again and a demilitarised buffer zone between France and Germany was established. The aspirations of the remnants of the polyglot Austro-Hungarian Empire had been met, in

  so far as that was possible; there was an independent Poland, and Germany was going to pay for all the damage she had caused. Admittedly Bolshevik Russia was a concern, but even if Allied troops

  could not win the civil war for the Whites, Russia was far too riven by her own internal problems to pose any threat to Britain or France. In any case, collective security was the new flavour, and

  the newly established League of Nations would preserve world peace at little cost to anyone.




  All this was nonsense, but it is the sort of thing that politicians like. After all, they only have to think as far as the next election, and money saved on defence can be used to bribe the

  electorate. Should they be caught out when a requirement actually to use military force comes along, then they can always blame the admirals, the generals and the air marshals for their lack of

  preparedness. It is akin to not bothering to insure one’s motor car against accident or one’s home against burglary, in the pious hope that it will never happen. The continually

  extending ten-year rule was a clever ploy to stop the professional warmongers badgering the government for more money for defence.




  It was now planned to reduce the army to 135 infantry battalions and two tank battalions, with commensurate reductions everywhere else. Of the infantry battalions, forty-five would be needed in

  India (along with eight regiments of horsed cavalry and no fewer than fifty-five batteries of field artillery),F22 twenty-seven in other theatres

  abroad (including the occupation force in Germany), and fifty-three in the United Kingdom. By 1922 it was government policy that, as the ten-year rule precluded any major war, the army need only be

  prepared for a minor conflict, and not in Europe. To meet that threat, one cavalry and five infantry divisions could be despatched, with the fourteen Territorial divisions as a second line if required. Lord Derby, Minister for War in Bonar Law’s 1922–3 cabinet, conceded that while the chances of war in Europe were indeed ‘remote’, if it did

  occur Britain could provide one cavalry brigade and two infantry divisions after a fifteen-day mobilisation period – rather less than half her 1914 contribution.




  Fifty-three infantry battalions at home (or considerably more than the thirty-six battalions worldwide in 2005) may seem a lot, but two divisions (or twenty-four battalions) were needed in

  Ireland until 1921, and in any case home-service battalions were used as drafting units to keep battalions stationed overseas up to strength. The Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Field Marshal

  Sir Henry Wilson, the professional head of the army, would have preferred to retain conscription at least until immediate post-war commitments – such as in Ireland and Russia – had been

  reduced to a manageable level, but politicians wanted to make a point by ending it as soon as hostilities ceased. Conscription in peacetime would not have been acceptable to a Britain that had

  traditionally relied for her defence on a powerful navy and an expeditionary army. Unlike European armies, Britain’s had been professional and volunteer, except for the period 1916–18,

  during the most intense war in her history, and a wish to return to a small regular army was perfectly natural and cannot be faulted. What can be criticised, however, was the stated assumption that

  there was no need for an expeditionary force. There were sufficient troops in the United Kingdom to form one at least as large as that existing before the First War, which had given such a good

  account of itself in 1914, and although it would have cost a little more to create and maintain such a force, the extra expenditure would have been manageable. The permanent existence of an

  expeditionary force from 1919 or 1920 would not necessarily have allowed the deployment of larger numbers or better equipment in 1939, but it would have given the army something to hang its

  doctrinal hat on, something to train towards, and a real reason for existing. While such an expeditionary force would, like its First War predecessor, have had to be prepared to fight anywhere in

  the world, its existence would have stimulated professional debate and thought, and concentrated military minds on matters such as mechanisation and cooperation with aircraft, both of which had been well understood in 1918 but which thereafter were in danger of becoming the province of the military missionary and the iconoclast.




  The intention to reduce the Tank Corps to but two battalions was seen by advocates of the tank as a disaster, but the Corps was lucky to survive at all. The tank was not the war-winning weapon

  that the British press claimed it was in 1916, although there were those who could see that it might well become such in the future. In the initial post-war euphoria it had been proposed to retain

  the Tank Corps at twenty battalions, until factors of cost and an uncertainty as to what the tank was actually for began to bite. It is often claimed that it was opposition by officers of horsed

  cavalry that inhibited tank development between the wars, but whereas there were undoubtedly some officers who wanted to ‘get back to real soldiering’, few really believed that cavalry

  had a major combat role on the modern battlefield, although until the reliability and cross-country performance of engine-powered vehicles improved it most certainly had a role in underdeveloped

  parts of the Empire and in liaison, reconnaissance and escort duties. The extreme Luddite view was typified by Major General Sir Louis Jackson, who in giving a talk entitled ‘Possibilities

  for Future War’ at a meeting at the Royal United Services Institution chaired by the Under Secretary for War, Lord Peel, said: ‘The tank was a freak. The circumstances which gave rise

  to its existence were exceptional, and are not likely to reoccur. If they do, they can be dealt with by other means.’1




  Jackson’s view was not typical, and to be fair he pushed very hard for tracked transport as part of the supply services, but there was much genuine confusion as to where tanks fitted into

  the post-war army. Should they be in a separate corps, called upon for specific tasks; should they replace horsed cavalry and take on its roles; should they be mounted infantry; should they be part

  of the Royal Engineers?F23 Perhaps, thought some advocates of mechanisation, there should be two sorts of tank unit: one to act in direct support

  of the infantry, and one to act independently, as cavalry had. It was not until 1922 that the Tank Corps was finally established as a permanent arm of the service, and, in a rare example of an

  increase in military assets, at four battalions rather than two. Some of the reasons for the survival of the Tank Corps were illusory: the army of occupation in Germany

  thought they were very good for overawing recalcitrant Germans; tanks, for example, had quelled civil disturbance in Silesia (and incidentally the Tank Corps, representing the British Army, had

  soundly thrashed the American Army of Occupation in an international military athletics meeting). Nearer home six tanks had managed to put down a riot in Glasgow in January 1919.F24 The Battle of Stalingrad is generally thought of as beginning in August 1942 and finishing with the surrender of the German Eighth Army in February 1943,

  but there was another battle for Stalingrad, then called Tsaritsin, on 1 July 1919, when a lone tank manned by seven British soldiers outflanked the defences, and drove into the townF25 as the spearhead of the White Russian General Deniken’s offensive against the Bolsheviks. The Bolshevik defenders surrendered or fled, and the White

  Russian cavalry took 40,000 prisoners.




  In the Middle East armoured cars provided mobility and firepower otherwise lacking since the demise of the Machine-Gun Corps. In a forerunner of what would, eventually, become standard tactics,

  in Iraq in 1921 Lieutenant Colonel George Lindsay kept a force of sixteen armoured cars in the field for three weeks, covering six hundred miles and supplied entirely by air. All communication was

  by radio, and aircraft were guided to the armoured force’s position by radio. In a report, Lindsay advocated combined battle groups of aircraft, tanks, armoured cars, motor machine-gun units

  and trench mortars, adding as an afterthought that some infantry would also be needed to deal with obstacles. Shortly afterwards Lindsay was in dispute with a Colonel Alan Brooke, about the tactics

  that the latter was teaching at the Staff College. Lindsay accused Brooke of using tanks in ‘penny packets’, thus diluting their effectiveness, and in treating them as an appendage to

  artillery instead of using artillery to support penetration by the tanks. Brooke would be CIGS in the next war, and seems to have absorbed Lindsay’s (absolutely

  correct) points about the employment of tanks.




  While the influence of Liddell Hart on military thinking is much exaggerated (largely by Liddell Hart), he did, as early as 1919, advocate integrated infantry and armour units, with the infantry

  moving in armoured carriers.2 He was forty years too early. Another proponent of armoured warfare, J. F. C. Fuller – known to his friends as

  ‘Boney’ because he was supposed to look like Napoleon – in a lecture at the RUSI in 1920 prophesied a fleet of ships landing amphibious tanks off the coastline of an enemy

  country. Ridiculed at the time, this was not all that different from what actually happened in June 1944. Fuller started life in the infantry, became a staff officer in the Tank Corps and did most

  of the planning for the Battle of Cambrai in 1917. An officer of great originality and intelligence, in his enthusiasm for the tank he rather tended to over-egg the pudding, making many enemies as

  he did so. He was retired as a major general in 1930 and never re-employed, although he continued to advocate the cause of the tank by lectures and writing. Nobody paid much attention to him in

  England – partly because, showing almost incredible political naivety, he joined Mosley’s British Union of Fascists – but his views were studied in Germany, not least by Heinz

  Guderian, one of the fathers of the German panzer arm.3




  In a logical world an army would decide what they wanted a tank for, and then design one to fit. The difficulty was that there were all sorts of conflicting views as to its function and likely

  specifications. Some very promising machines were proposed and prototypes produced. The Medium D, trialled in May 1919, had a sprung suspension, improved tracks that enabled it to drive rather than

  skid round corners,F26 and it could reach 20 mph. Even more – it could swim, propelling itself backwards and forwards across the River Stour

  in Hampshire, entering and exiting the water unaided. Unfortunately, although the idea worked, the engineering did not, and the Medium D suffered breakdowns too frequently to be put into production

  just yet. Another ‘Light Infantry Tank’ weighing seven tons could reach 30 mph, used far less fuel than any previous model and had an impressive swimming

  ability. Sadly, it too suffered from so many mechanical failures that it could not be issued. Again, a logical organisation would set up a programme of experimentation, try out all sorts of ideas,

  and decide which one worked and which did not. The British army is (usually) logical, but the Treasury is not, and at this time any money granted for a particular purpose (such as tank design) had

  to be spent in the financial year for which it was allocated, otherwise it reverted to the Treasury.F27
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