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About the Book


A unique analysis of the greatest commanders who helped the allies win the Second World War, written by one of the UK’s best loved comedians and commentators. He also loves history.


Al Murray’s passion for military history and the Second World War in particular has always been a duel passion with his comedy and was brought to the fore with several acclaimed and award winning television shows and the recent huge success of his podcast We Have Ways of Making You Talk which he hosts fellow bestselling military author James Holland. The podcast has built up a loyal, nationwide fanbase and has given birth to its own annual three-day festival. In his first serious narrative book, Command showcases Al Murray’s passion for this pivotal period in the Twentieth Century, as he writes an engaging, entertaining and sharp analysis of the key allied military leaders in the conflict.


Command highlights the performance and careers of some of the key protagonists who commanded armies, as well as the lesser-known officers who led divisions, regiments and even battalions for the British, Commonwealth and United States of American armies. By showcasing each combat commander across every theatre of operations the allies fought in, Murray tells the story of how the Western Allies rebounded from early shocking defeats (Dunkirk and Pearl Harbor) to then victories (El Alamein and D-Day) in its efforts to defeat the Axis forces of Nazi Germany and Japan, and what that tells us about the characters and the challenges that faced them. Command will be the book all fans of Second World War History will want to buy who appreciate a true enthusiast of the genre who has something new and compelling to say.
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Introduction




‘Tunis fallen?! Ups a daisy!’


Had we ordinary layabouts defeated the formidable German army?


Spike Milligan, Monty: His Part in My Victory





If you want the truth, go to a comedian. Spike Milligan’s ribald memoirs of his time as a conscripted man in the Royal Artillery make an interesting point. As part of the First Army – which had fought a rushed action to try to stop the Germans establishing themselves in Tunisia, and then tried to squeeze the German armies between itself and Eighth Army, advancing from the east – Milligan’s battery had been in action almost constantly, and when not fighting, it had been on the move. His memoirs fondly recreate the easy humour in the battery and clearly illustrate the men’s attitudes to the war. It’s quite clear that patriotism is low down their list for fighting. From starting out without any equipment, shouting ‘Bang!’ as they drilled at their guns, Milligan and his fellow ‘layabouts’ went on to take part in the climactic battles which ended the war in North Africa, then on into Italy – for all Milligan’s joking, blowing raspberries and flicking Vs at the enemy, he knew that he and his friends were part of a war-winning machine. How had this happened? Featuring large in Milligan’s experience was Major Chater-Jack, whose care and concern for his men, conscripts fighting in a war they had not sought (certainly not Milligan, who had done everything he could to avoid turning up to his depot), was a huge factor in transforming these civilians into soldiers. To Bombardier Milligan, command mattered.


The Second World War is an endlessly peelable onion, a subject that seems to offer no boundaries, that throws up new mysteries and revelations as well as mythologies even as it glides slowly further into the past. Even knowing where or when to start is daunting. Picking a subject, finding its edges, satisfying oneself with definitions and parameters is nigh on impossible. But there is a simple question that hangs over the war: how did the Allies win? And, more importantly, given the answer that some feel is self-evident: by economic and industrial might – take on three imperiums each with a larger economy than yours and you are surely done for – how did they learn to apply those obvious advantages against foes who were far more interested in waging war, at least at the outset, than they were? With so much stuff at their disposal, was the Allies’ victory not assured, regardless of how their men were led?


If it is anything at a glance, the Second World War is a war of hardware, of tanks, planes, ships and factories. A war of materiel, of resources. And a war of technology. The dazzling speed of development before and during the war of weapons technology – from the Gloster Gladiators Faith, Hope and Charity that were used to defend Malta in 1940 to the V-2 ballistic missiles raining down on London only four years later, as well as the unprecedented and unimagined power of the atomic bomb – goes a long way to make the case that this was a war of machines and of the economies that produced those machines. And given the effort that the Western Allies put into destroying and disrupting German industry, it’s clear that this was how they saw the war: they would use their own technology and industry to deny the Germans the use of theirs. The result was that 45 per cent of German industry was given over to producing aircraft, a clear indication of the extent to which the strategic bombing campaign was effective in defeating Nazi Germany. Germany’s industrial opportunities were dictated by Allied bombing and blockades. Again this is an argument about stuff, tech, materiel.


Stalin made this point clearly in his speech at the Celebration Meeting of the Moscow Soviet of Working People’s Deputies and Moscow Party and Public Organizations on 6 November 1941, even when the outcome of the war, from a Soviet perspective, might have appeared to be in the balance: ‘This is a war of engines. It is impossible to have too many of them, and the side having the largest number of engines is bound to win.’ With American mass production – perfected in the inter-war years – the Allies possessed all the motors they needed. American industry produced 62.5 per cent of the trucks used by the Allies, some 2,382,311, dwarfing German production of 345,914 trucks (the USSR produced only 257,000). The supply of American trucks to the Soviet Union freed up tank production: the Soviets produced 105,251 tanks, more than twice the amount produced by the Germans, and equal to British and American tank production combined. In every department, the British, Americans and Soviets outproduced the Germans, Japanese and Italians; even with the head start the Germans had before the war, their arms production was soon outstripped by that of their enemies. The rifle, perhaps the simplest piece of technology on the battlefield, was produced in vast amounts, the Allies making more than 20 million.


While the rifle remained essentially unchanged from the First World War – certainly the standard bolt-action rifles used by the infantry on every battlefield during the war remained their basic easy-to-operate selves – the war was also a time of incredibly rapid technological development. These leaps are perhaps most striking in aviation, from biplanes to ballistic missiles in the space of six years. In medicine too innovations were made and then rolled out industrially, and again the Allied side possessed huge advantages. And just as well – having such material advantages was the only way that a conflict could be fought on this scale and in so many theatres, or even begin to be contemplated. But these vast production numbers tell us two things. First, if you consider that every one of those 2,382,311 trucks has a story to tell, then the Second World War is essentially a limitless, bottomless pit of experience and history. The design of the trucks, their manufacture, the trucks that broke down, the trucks that were destroyed, the four corners of the earth that the trucks were shipped to, the trucks ordered at the end of the war that never were shipped anywhere . . . all of this is the story of victory. And second, while this may be a war of hardware, a war of stuff, the software of the Second World War was the people who designed, tested, made, drove, maintained and repaired these machines, planes, ships, rifles. People who had to be brought to the fight, taught and trained how to fight, and led to victory.


This was an elusive prospect. From the start of the war, at least on land, the Allies, the British in particular, seemed hell-bent on losing. With their dominion and imperial co-combatants (known in this book as DUKE, Dominions, United Kingdom and Empire*), the British got off to a woeful start, suffering defeats in Norway and France in 1940, Greece and Crete in 1941, and, after a decent start in 1940, an almost farcical to and fro in the North African desert in 1941–2, as well as calamitous campaigns against the Japanese in Burma and Singapore. The gap between the army’s ambition and its ability seemed unbridgeable. Where things went well, it tended to be against second-class opponents. Only at the Second Battle of El Alamein, carefully orchestrated to allow the Allies to bring all of their advantages to bear, did their strategic, industrial and, finally, tactical improvements deliver a decisive victory. The man who was in command in 1942, Bernard Law Montgomery, was only in the job by the skin of his teeth – he was appointed by Chief of the Imperial General Staff Alan Brooke to replace Lieutenant-General William Gott, who had been killed shortly after being given command of Eighth Army. But even then, as outlined in the first chapter, Montgomery might never have taken command in North Africa, because going into the war there was a fundamental unseriousness at the heart of how the army was facing its new encounter with Germany.


For the Americans, the war offered different challenges. The political business of mobilizing a population who right up until the war began had shown little appetite for European entanglement was a knotty problem, not just for the Roosevelt administration, itself split on the question, but also for the US Army. Just as the policy of appeasement in Britain had been driven by experience of the First World War, so America’s involvement in that war had soured the public’s appetite for conflict. During the 1930s, America had been neither sleeping nor a giant; the vicissitudes of the Great Depression were plenty for its political classes to be dealing with. And the tiny army the US had maintained between the wars lacked the deep body of experience that the British boasted, because its involvement in the First World War had been shorter than Britain’s. The staggering production numbers that American industry delivered during the Second World War were not something that anyone in the US anticipated in 1939, when war broke out in Europe; although American politics had fancied itself involved in China in its struggle against Imperial Japan, there was no serious industrial or military effort to help. Some of the men at the heart of America’s military dreamed of fleets of tanks rolling up imaginary enemy flanks, but the army’s day-to-day endeavours were focused closer to home, with the Civilian Conservation Corps working outdoors on federal infrastructure. How it jump-started itself in the face of political opposition, and the styles of leadership that emerged, is a fascinating and complex story.


For this book I have had to, for reasons of practicality, confine myself to a few necessarily incomplete case studies. I will be writing about soldiers, not because airmen and sailors are somehow less interesting but because it was the Allies’ trials and tribulations on land, their struggles to grasp the difficulties of land warfare, to make sure the boots they had on the ground could be used effectively against their enemies, that most illustrate the problems of winning a war. And because this story is so vast and complex, I have had to limit my scope and tell just a fraction of the tale of how the British and Americans claimed victory. (As a Brit, I feel that I can write about the former with more ease than the latter, divided as we are by a common language and all the rest of the baggage that comes with the contrasting class systems of the UK and the US. Even at this distance, the thought of the collision of working-class West Point generals with upper-class British officers is like nails on a blackboard. While the Allies chimed along fairly well during the last four years of the war, it is a miracle, in my view, that there aren’t more accounts of fallings-out and high-stakes bitchiness. The common cause perhaps put more people on their best behaviour than not.)


So it is through command that I want to look at how the Allies solved the puzzle of victory, how they got their software, their soldiers, to use the hardware they had in such abundant amounts and bring the war to a successful conclusion. For without command, mass counts for nothing; quantity does not guarantee quality. Fighting in the desert in 1940, the DUKE forces were able to overwhelm a numerically superior Italian Army – although British equipment was better than the Italians’, it was leadership, the ability of the army to lead and its men to be led, that counted.


To illustrate this point, I have taken on some of the marquee names of popular military history, such as, in no particular order, Montgomery, Patton – who tend to be paired as rivals when really they do not offer a like-for-like comparison, in my view, their responsibilities and experience being quite different – Bradley, Wingate and Slim. These figures each offer contrasting styles and achievements, and episodes in their careers can tell us about the organizations that produced these individuals and their wildly contrasting outlooks on dealing with the same tasks, and how serious those organizations were about achieving victory. Several of these characters were single-minded in the pursuit of their methods, and unsympathetic to anyone else’s ideas, making great play of this visionary style. Others, like Bradley and Slim, sought to convey a sense of consensus in command – these contrasting approaches, which these men were keen to advertise, have survived decades of retelling and scrutiny. Yet Montgomery and Patton were perhaps more consensual than they’d have liked us to believe, and Bradley and Slim as autocratic as any of their contemporaries. Controversy still whirs around Wingate, yet I believe it is possible to place him in a deeper continuity of British military history.


I have also chosen to write about some lesser-known leaders. Bernard Freyberg, a legend of New Zealand martial culture, sits at the heart of one of the most humiliating defeats of the Second World War, for the DUKE forces at Crete in May of 1941. His place in the Allied losing streak – his responsibility for yet another evacuation – seems almost unjust: he had the intelligence he needed to defeat the Germans, yet victory eluded him. Freyberg’s fate on Crete can help us to delineate the problems that the DUKE armies and commanders faced in 1941, problems that endured for another year. These problems were dissected by Francis Tuker, who commanded the 4th Indian Infantry Division for three years, leading it to victory in Tunisia and then on to Monte Cassino. Tuker regarded himself a military thinker, a historian, a philosopher of the pattern of warfare. Although he didn’t gain the prominence of some of his contemporaries, his under-the-hood view of what was going wrong for the British Army in North Africa is fascinating and infuriating in equal measure. His analysis of what was happening before things started to go right in the second half of 1942 tells us what had gone wrong and why, though perhaps not what the solutions were. Ideas are one thing, execution another.


Major General ‘Windy’ Gale and the brigade and battalion commanders beneath him suggest a kind of state-of-the-art British command in 1944, the year of the really big Allied victories on land. They were in the vanguard of Operation OVERLORD, the culmination of five years of fighting the Germans and trying to learn how best to win. OVERLORD was a campaign in which Allied material preponderance was significant, but men still had to fight, to be led, many of them inexperienced and fresh to battle – in 1944, an eighteen-year-old infantryman would have been only thirteen when the war began. These were men who had to be taught afresh how to fight, and the experiences of the men who led them, and their use of initiative, were as crucial to victory as 100,000 tanks. And at the very sharp end were men like Second Lieutenant Peter White, whose story ends this book, a pacifist and artist who felt he should fight because otherwise someone else would have to. White’s experiences are a long way from the generals reading reports and organizing operations; he lived from hill to hill, canal to canal, ditch to ditch, doing the fighting his commanders bade him to, with his men paying the direct price of his decisions. His experience of the final victory is where the story ends, the story of how Spike’s ‘ordinary layabouts’ defeated the formidable German Army and what that victory had cost, beyond the millions of trucks and rifles.
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Bernard Montgomery


Before ‘Monty’


Two weeks of calamity and extraordinarily bad luck and it was all over. Plans shattered, expectations overturned, the global status quo upended. What had taken four years of bitter fighting to prevent in the previous war, the fall of France, had happened in little more than a fortnight – this time the Germans had finished what they had started. The British Expeditionary Force was turfed out of France, harried, routed, out-thought, outfought, outclassed, making a skin-of-its-teeth escape without its equipment. Even with Westminster in a state of headless-chicken turmoil, the political business of spinning the humiliation and disarray into a ‘miracle’ began. But while Dunkirk may have been a miracle, it did not guarantee any kind of resurrection. With it came the bitter understanding that the Germans and the war would need to be taken far more seriously than they had been until now. The time for complacency was over.


The defeat in France was profound, it was existential, and British policy– warmly endorsed by the self-consciously strategy-minded First Sea Lord Winston Churchill – was on its head. British plans had relied on the French Army doing the bulk of the fighting and had simply not accounted for the possibility of French collapse – and why should it? It was the French who had defeated Prussian dash in 1914 and then held resolute for four years, overcoming the challenges of maintaining such a bloody struggle. This was the French Army of Verdun, was it not?


Nor had British strategy factored in the BEF doing its damnedest to plunge headlong into the trap of the German feint into the Low Countries. The BEF, rather than holding the Germans on the French left flank, solid on the shoulder of the Maginot Line, had had to choose between fight and flight as encirclement and destruction loomed. The grand plan had been to fight a static war along the French border that would allow the Royal Navy to blockade Germany into submission, while the RAF, Britain’s offensive arm, (eventually) strategically bombed it into surrender. This was entirely rational, based on the balance of probabilities and what the Allies thought they knew about their opponent and about their own state of readiness. And something similar had worked last time round. As a result, the BEF had been reassuringly small – a reflection of the amount of land fighting the British hoped to do. But Sod’s Law ruled. All these safe bets were now off. The French Army had let the Germans through at Sedan for the third time in 70 years, and because the German armoured fist had an unprecedented and unanticipated momentum of its own, the die was cast. The Germans, by applying new technology to traditional ideas of concentration of force, had labelled it Blitzkrieg and rewritten the result of the First World War. A fortnight was all it had taken to turn the world upside down.


Retreating from the positions it had advanced into in Belgium, some of them historic – the 1st Buckinghamshire Battalion, for instance, had deployed at Waterloo, where their regimental antecedents the 52nd Regiment of Foot had pressed their attack late on that fateful day in 1815 – the BEF did what it could to stay cohesive, to counter-attack where it could and to stop the German Panzers from rolling them up. Fighting an action it hadn’t planned for, it did remarkably well, given its campaign had failed completely. The BEF did the thing armies aren’t meant to do: retreat while engaged with the enemy. Blocking actions were fought even as the men streamed back towards the French coast, tangled in queues of countless refugees, their morale shredded by apparent German aerial dominance.


When the BEF did stand and fight, it had the effect of surprising the Germans, if nothing else. Improvised chaotic actions showed that they were quite capable of giving the Germans pause: famously the tank battle at Arras, where the British Matildas proved they were the match of any Panzer, or, less well remembered, at Cassel and Hazebrouck, where Territorial battalions held up the Germans in desperate last stands. But it is hard to see these as much more than crumbs of comfort in a calamity of this scale. The danger of being surrounded and captured wholesale was very, very real and, rather than any last-minute tactical rabbits being pulled out of hats, it was only avoided by Hitler issuing his notorious ‘Halt Order’ on 24 May. Hitler, gifting the British their best luck of the campaign – the order was even transmitted in plain language – paused his army’s seemingly unstoppable rampage mainly to show his generals who was in charge. Barely believing its good fortune, the BEF reorganized itself even as the pocket it was trapped in shrank, the threat worsening rapidly once the Germans resumed their offensive and Britain’s allies faded away, with Belgium throwing in the towel as the British prepared to depart. Operation DYNAMO followed. Lord Gort made his only sound decision since taking command of the BEF in France and decided, in less gentlemanly terms than he might have put it, to cut and run. Once the BEF had fled France, there were mutterings in London that finally the empire could now get on with fighting the war unencumbered by the flaky French, conveniently overlooking just how complacent and unserious the British effort had been.


Plainly there was an abundance of lessons to be learned, tactical lessons in particular – British strategy, how to proceed with the war, what the war now even was, would have to be reinvented from scratch. But did the army have the people who could do that? Were there men who had the strength of character and intellect to emerge from disaster and work out how to unpick the army’s problems and defeat the German Army, which, even as the first boats made it back to the English coast, seemed unbeatable?


Complacent and unserious were words that could not be used to describe Bernard Law Montgomery, the commanding officer of the 3rd Division. He was not yet the ‘Monty’ of legend, the crafted persona, with his tweaked uniform and headgear and photo opportunities, though certainly his air of what could be called priggishness, which would later grate on the great and good of the US Army, was firmly in place. But Montgomery was, at this pre-fame point in his career, someone who prided himself on his professionalism; he was confident of his talent and methods, and not altogether modest about that. He liked to train his men hard, keep them on their toes. Major generals got to set the tone and training for their commands: you could – and Montgomery certainly did – run your division your way. This sprang from the need for the British Army to be flexible in its imperial role; officers never knew where they might end up, what tasks they might have to undertake anywhere in the empire.


Montgomery’s career between the wars, after serving time on the Western Front as a subaltern and then, after he had been badly wounded, as a staff officer, exemplified this imperial destiny perfectly. Montgomery had seen what these days we might call a counter-insurgency in Ireland – where his cousin Hugh was killed by the IRA on Bloody Sunday in 1920 – mixed with teaching, training, writing the new infantry manual in 1929, battalion command and more training in India at Quetta, brigade garrison command in Portsmouth and the euphemistically termed imperial policing in Palestine (a war he was sorry to leave on his return to Europe because he had ‘enjoyed’ it). Plainly, one central doctrine to meet the demand of all these different jobs would not and could not have worked; command was devolved, and even with the existence of an infantry manual, the circumstances would usually dictate the action taken rather than the other way round. Often, that meant the process of figuring out what to do involved blunder and calamity. But in imperial postings where things were stable and ticking along sans emergency, Montgomery and men like him were able to find time to think about the future of soldering and the possibilities of conflict ahead.


Also central to the way the peacetime army worked was the regimental system, which retained vestigial elements from the days when regiments were personally raised by their colonels; regiments were a tangle of tradition and habit and idiosyncrasy, based on counties, cities, class and other ripe quirks of British society. The regimental system had last been reformed in the 1870s as part of the Cardwell Reforms, formalizing localized regimental structures and depots (these reforms had also professionalized the officer classes and abolished the sales of commissions, flogging and branding). It had been stretched out of recognition during the First World War by the army’s gigantic expansion; in peacetime the local ties of county were re-established, and Montgomery was proud of having made his start with the Royal Warwickshire Regiment. With this devolved command and devolved identity, the army offered its officers the chance to follow, within limits, their own course.


This meant that the British Army was flexible in principle and sometimes even in practice, though this flexibility could manifest itself as a lack of focus or simple institutional inertia. A lazy officer, a poor leader, someone not much interested in soldiering, not that bright or with conservative ideas about the way war could be fought, could easily hold things up. This perhaps explains the army’s historical track record of getting off to a bad start in war, making it up as it went; as long as defeat could be held off, in the end someone would work out how to deliver victory in whichever particular war was being fought. That method, of course, might or might not apply to any subsequent encounter. The First World War had fallen into this pattern, just as had the Boer Wars. As the storm clouds gathered in the 1930s, men like Montgomery did harbour a sense that the army shouldn’t fall into this trap again, but while the Staff Colleges in Camberley and Quetta were places where ideas were traded, back in the regimental officers’ mess talking shop was generally thought non-U.


Between the wars, the army was lower in the pecking order than the Royal Navy, and jockeying for position with the new, exciting, futuristic RAF. The RAF offered the chance to perform imperial duties at arm’s length and on the cheap. With funding based on the Ten Year Rule, the notion that there wouldn’t be a European war to fight for a decade (Winston Churchill’s idea!), the quality of training relied on the commander’s grip and the seriousness with which he applied himself to the task. Later in his career, Montgomery – once he had become ‘Monty’ – fought tooth and nail against this same flexibility, trying to enforce his will and his way of doing things on whoever came under his spotlight, with varying degrees of success. But we aren’t here to talk about ‘Monty’ the self-styled man of destiny, the publicity-conscious general with the twin badges on his beret and the reputation for preening showmanship; we’re here to talk about Montgomery.


Born on 17 November 1887, Bernard Law Montgomery was, after a fashion, an Irishman (by way of Tasmania), the son of a bishop and a formidable mother, but, to paraphrase the contemporary Royal Navy advert, he was made in the army. Or, more accurately, in the First World War. He’d joined the army after school, where he’d not done very well, and then – though the records are lost, and he may have been embellishing to burnish his legend as a self-made genius – did badly at Sandhurst. But it was his experience of the Great War, rather than his eagerness to be a soldier, that was the making of Montgomery. Wounded badly in 1915, shot through the chest and left for dead, he managed, despite the injuries to his lung, to stay in the army and became a staff officer, working under the bonnet of the British Army in Flanders, seeing how the whole thing was pieced together and gaining an intimate understanding of the developing system of combined operations that took the British to victory in 1918. This took him away from the battlefield and brought him into contact with the political and the strategic: there is a photograph of the young Lieutenant-Colonel Montgomery (a rank he would lose when the war ended) with the Minister for Munitions, Winston Churchill, oblivious to one another in October 1918, watching a march past of the 47th (2nd London) Division. His experiences of the First World War, his injuries, the cost in men, his understanding of how to organise an offensive, all fed into his thinking. After the war, Montgomery stayed on and ground his way slowly up the ranks in an army that had returned with relief to its pre-war stasis.


In 1939, Major General Montgomery was fortunate to be in France at all, and to hold divisional command, as his smoothly ascending career had nearly been permanently halted twice, once in peacetime and then again when the war began, largely because of his singular ability to put noses out of joint entirely unnecessarily. As garrison commander in Portsmouth in 1938, he had attempted to refloat his brigade’s welfare fund by renting out the football pitch at Southsea, War Office land, to a fair that was taking place on the August Bank Holiday weekend: army and city pulling together mutually for the community. He’d charged the promoter £1,500,* and given the mayor £500 to smooth things over. The only snag was Montgomery had no authority to do such a thing, regardless of how neat he regarded the scheme or how much money it might have generated. It was ingenious but in contravention of army regulations. In his memoirs, which are a deliciously one-sided source, the kind that historians have to handle with great care, packed with I-was-right-despite-being-surrounded-by-fools-and-had-the-last-laugh stuff, he relates the tale as an unfortunate spot of hot water. The War Office took it rather more seriously and demanded he repay the money, but it had gone into the welfare fund and the mayor had put his portion into a pet council project. As Montgomery tells it, his unnamed commanding officer told him he was finished and could forget about being ever promoted – seemingly the end for Brigadier Montgomery then and there. But then his boss’s boss, the ‘rather amused’ – according to Montgomery – General Archie Wavell intervened, and all of sudden the issue went away. Montgomery was promoted and sent back to Palestine for his first divisional command. Feathers unruffled, card not quite marked, career suicide averted.


This spot of hot water in Portsmouth occurred in the wake of the death of Montgomery’s beloved wife, Betty, of septicaemia. Betty Carver was the sister of Percy Hobart, the armoured warfare pioneer, whom we will meet later. When they met, she was a widow (her husband Oswald had been killed in 1915) with two children. They had now been married for ten years, during which time she had transformed the uptight military man: she was bohemian, artistic, she introduced him to people he would otherwise never have met – their friends delighted in the contrast between them. He would issue orders for family activities; she would insist he let his hair down. Married life offered Montgomery a world outside the army, an emotional hinterland he hadn’t experienced before in his austere clerical family and in the army itself, and he was blissfully happy. Betty went with him on his postings, which softened the duty for him and involved her in his career – he wasn’t the sealed-up, isolated man he would become in later life. They had lived in India, Palestine and Egypt together, and had a son, David.


But on their return to the UK, tragedy struck. Betty was bitten by an unidentified insect, contracted blood poisoning – doctors amputated her leg in effort to save her life – and died. Montgomery allowed himself two days off exercises on Salisbury Plain, and then, as his brother Brian* put it, returned to his first love, the army. Betty’s sons felt that she had kept him out of trouble long enough to keep his army career on track. By the time he was posted to Portsmouth, he was emerging from the grief his wife’s death had plunged him into:




I was now alone [. . .] I had always lived a great deal by myself and had acquired the habit of concentration. This ability to concentrate, and to sort the essentials from a mass of detail, was now made easier for me than formerly because of the intense loneliness that descended on me after my wife’s death. I became completely dedicated to my profession.1





Even though his memoirs are vainglorious, boastful, pernickety – arguably a perfect reflection of the man, making it plain why you should never give yourself a character reference, let alone one that’s tens of thousands of words long – Montgomery admits he could be overbearing, or at least realized he was in danger of becoming ‘too overbearing’: ‘maybe I was too confident, and showed it’2. The ‘maybe’ is his concession to posterity. Montgomery had burrowed down into being a professional soldier in an army which at times seemed to regard fighting as a distraction from the main business of ‘proper soldiering’. This placed him in marked contrast with some of his contemporaries, but this necessarily flexible organization was able to accommodate his single-mindedness, and indeed to make the most of it.


Recalled from Palestine, Montgomery embarked for France in late September 1939 with his new command the 3rd ‘Iron’ Division, an infantry division, with a brigade of guards and two brigades of classic British county infantry battalions. He had links with two of the brigades, having commanded one and been brigade major – central organizer – of the other. The limitations of British preparations for a continental war became apparent immediately, and Montgomery set about weeding out the officers he felt weren’t up to standard, or ‘useless’, as he put it; plenty of his officers were, like Montgomery himself, veterans of the previous war, but some of them were just too old. With winter approaching, opportunities for training were limited, and further limited by a paucity of equipment. The British Army had proud aspirations to being completely mechanized in a way the horse-reliant Wehrmacht was not; in fact, it fell far short of them. For its embarkation, the 3rd Division had had to scrounge civilian transport, and then again in France. As the days shortened, preparations for war slithered into a kind of torpor. Digging defences became a substitute activity for training. Lieutenant General Alan Brooke, Montgomery’s corps commander, wrote in his diary about the BEF’s total lack of readiness in a way that seems grimly prophetic: ‘the Corps was quite unfit for war, practically in every aspect [. . .] To send untrained troops into modern war is courting disaster such as befell the Poles.’3 Montgomery in his memoirs, with hindsight on his side, was direct in his judgement: ‘In September 1939 the British Army was totally unfit to fight a first class war on the continent of Europe [. . .] we had only ourselves to blame for the disasters which early overtook us in the field when fighting began in 1940.’4


At the time, Montgomery wasn’t going to let the blame land on him, and he set about getting his men fit and rehearsing for possible action. In this age of marathon fun runs and British Military Fitness classes in your local park, it seems strange that Montgomery’s emphasis on fitness stuck out so much at the time and caused such consternation. His insistence that his officers do two cross-country runs a week horrified some of his staff. He also ran exercises at night, getting his division into the right frame of mind to manoeuvre en masse in the dark, vehicle lights dimmed. Such preparations served him well in the chaos of the following May; during the Dunkirk battle, the 3rd Division had to move overnight to bolster the British line, and Brooke knew that Montgomery could be trusted with such a tricky movement because of his rehearsals. He also perfected what later in the war would become one of his signature pieces of behaviour – an early night. Montgomery liked to get plenty of sleep and be fresh for whatever the next day might bring.


During that winter, 3rd Division’s headquarters was subject to political visits, to view the preparations of the BEF. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain came to lunch, and afterwards asked Montgomery a question. Ever hopeful, he said, ‘I don’t think the Germans have any intention of attacking us. Do you?’ Montgomery put him straight, telling him the enemy would attack at a time and place of their choosing. Chamberlain’s question suggests that right at the top there was still hope that the war could be resolved without having to come to blows with the Germans: an essential lack of seriousness about the task the country and its empire were facing.


Even as it was becoming clear that the Germans had found a way of war that worked for them in their conquest of Poland, the BEF carried on digging defences and trying to absorb its Territorial reserves in preparation for any German blow that might come. It regarded itself as equal to the German Army and had in place a plan for stopping Panzers – a net of anti-tank weapons, 2-pounder guns – but it didn’t have this equipment in the quantities needed. Integration between the Royal Air Force and the British Army had never been worked out, and relations with the French Army – a formal alliance but one in which Britain was very much the junior partner – were varied, sometimes cordial, often a state of mutual incomprehension.


This phase of the war became known as the Bore War in Britain; we know it now as the Phoney War – the Germans called it the Sitzkrieg, though they were otherwise occupied in Poland. While the Germans conquered Poland and split it in two with their Soviet partners, carving the country up and brutally dismantling the Polish state, the Allies set about preparing for the anticipated strategic long haul and did nothing. Or at least nothing much. The Saar Offensive, from 7 to 16 September, was the only offensive action undertaken by the Allies, a push into a preoccupied Germany that was called off the next month; the Germans hadn’t taken the bait, largely because they were unable to. The German Army was so heavily committed to Poland that its armoured forces – with which they might be expected to counter-attack an incursion into the Reich – were unavailable. This excursion into Germany doesn’t quite qualify as a great ‘what if?’ of the war, because to expect offensive action from the Allies at this stage is to misunderstand what the United Kingdom and France wanted to happen in their confrontation with Germany and what their armies were therefore capable of. The gigantic French Army could hardly retool itself as an offensive war machine over the winter; politically, France could only commit to fighting a defensive war. That the British and French governments had declared war on Germany towards the end of the traditional campaigning season doubtless further blunted any enthusiasm for offensive action; that would have to wait until the spring of the following year. The wait presented the Allies with an opportunity to prepare, of course, even as the Germans gained experience in Poland, experience not just of military victory but of National Socialist conquest and all that that entailed. It wasn’t so much that the Allies sat on their hands, it was that they hadn’t planned for anything else.


Although the British had been rearming behind the scenes during the period of appeasement, the emphasis had been on air and naval power, particularly building the Fighter Command defence system that went on to win the Battle of Britain; the British Army, because of its widely varied global commitments, had not been prepared for the coming European clash. The army was also dealing with the expansion of the Territorial Army imposed on it by the Chamberlain government in 1938. Just as in the previous war, massive and rapid expansion placed huge strain on the army’s ability to organize and train. Conscription followed swiftly too, unlike during the Great War, when the British government had sidled up to the prospect unwillingly, trying to rely on volunteers for as long as it could. The army and ministers knew that they couldn’t wait for volunteers this time round, but this meant incorporating yet more expansion. The BEF’s professional core sought to keep its head above water as comparatively untrained Territorial troops joined them in France; when the 1st Bucks Battalion deployed in France, for instance, it had only three professional soldiers, the CO, the RSM and one of the company commanders – it needed bringing up to speed very quickly. With his cross-country runs and night-time exercises, Bernard Montgomery was very definitely part of that professional core.


It was his professionalism that nearly cost Montgomery his job, because he got himself into more hot water during the Bore War, over the issue of sex. Or, more specifically, sexually transmitted infections, known at the time as VD, venereal disease. Armies have always had a problem with VD. The Royal Army Medical Corps noted that war ‘removes social taboos and promiscuity increases as both (male and female) civilians and soldiers are less focussed on long-term futures’5. That’s one way of putting it. During the Second World War, the Allied armies spent a great deal of time and money on treating and trying to prevent VD, principally syphilis and gonorrhoea. And they knew they had to, from bitter experience.


Just as the BEF looked to the First World War for lessons in how to fight the Second, so that earlier war offered plenty of experience in how to deal with the problem of men and VD. The figures are as eye-watering as the symptoms must have been: amongst British and dominion men, VD had caused 416,891 hospital cases – about 5 per cent of men enlisted during the war, dwarfing the number of men admitted for trench foot, which came in at only 74,711. Given the First World War’s reputation for mud and damp and the supposed prevalence of trench foot, these numbers are staggering. The largest number of men in hospital at one time with VD was thought to be 11,000 – an infantry division, give or take.6 VD cases were treated in separate hospitals to keep them away from those injured in combat, and these men had their pay docked while in hospital, which the army felt comfortable doing because the ailment was self-inflicted – ‘hospital stoppage’ for other illnesses would be plainly unfair. This wasn’t the only reason a man might conceal his illness – First World War cases didn’t have the benefit of antibiotics, and the treatments were painful and necessarily intrusive. While VD was a serious manpower problem for the British Army in the First World War, the solution was forever out of reach. The army could not issue condoms to its men for fear of the moral outrage it might provoke at home. Nurse and activist Ettie Rout sold packs for troops with condoms in and the disgrace followed her all the way home to New Zealand, where it became illegal to the price of £100 to print her name.7


Embarrassed, the army vacillated as to what to do about brothels on the Western Front, even though half the men were catching VD in the UK. Moral panic was never far away; the likes of Christabel Pankhurst weighed in, epitomizing the tone of the time, in The Great Scourge and How to End It (1913): ‘The sexual diseases are the great cause of physical, mental, and moral degeneracy, and of race suicide.’8 The campaign against VD took on the characteristics of a culture war. There was moral panic and vehement disagreements about education, as well as appeals to patriotism and ideas about class. A National Council for Combating Venereal Disease was established, with soldiers, bishops, peers and doctors amongst its members, which set out to educate the general public about VD. The Council made sure lectures were delivered on the home front and to soldiers. Preventative ointments for applying after sex would carry warnings: ‘REMEMBER that if you have disease, not only are you doing yourself serious harm by delaying treatment, but YOU ARE HELPING THE ENEMY by rendering our men unfit to fight.’ VD clinicians were brought back to the UK from the frontline hospitals, such was the prevalence of the disease at home. The Defence of the Realm Act of 1916 prohibited prostitutes from soliciting soldiers in uniform, and in 1918 the law went further with regulation 40D: women with VD were forbidden from having sex with soldiers. All this legislation was aimed at women, rather than handing out condoms to the men. Regulation 40D also came in for pushback from moralists who claimed it suggested having sex was fine as long as it wasn’t diseased sex, and it punished married women for sleeping with their husbands, if their husbands had infected them. It was quickly repealed; in any case, it had been enacted the day before the Michael Offensive began on the Western Front and the old BEF had bigger things to worry about.


In France, brothels were regulated by the government to keep a control on disease. But in the end the most effective intervention in the sex marketplace for the British soldier was his low pay – his Canadian and Australian contemporaries were much better paid and therefore had more money to spend on prostitutes: in 1915 the Canadians had a staggering 25 per cent infection rate amongst their men. After the war, chastity and abstinence were seen as the answer; after all, making sex safer for people might encourage them to do more of it. The aptly named Society for the Prevention of Venereal Disease published pamphlets in the early 1920s that made it clear that VD might cause Bolshevism.


In the British Army, it wasn’t an offence to be infected, but concealing an infection was. You could have sex, and the army understood that you might want to, but you couldn’t have VD – the question of disease was only ever paradoxical. Exercise and games were recommended as possible morale-boosting diversions for the men, but like everything in the British Army, how VD was dealt with devolved down from the top to individual commanders. And commanders who cared about their men’s fitness, their morale, their effectiveness in battle, and who understood the British regimental soldier, would no doubt address the question of VD. So, come 1939, Major General Montgomery was faced with the question of what to do about his men and sex and VD. And he found that things hadn’t changed much in the twenty or so years since the army had last been at war. It wasn’t being taken seriously enough.


In the US, the army was to grab the issue with both hands, so to speak. The pamphlet ‘Sex Hygiene and Venereal Disease’, printed by the US War Department in 1941 and reissued in 1943, said quite merrily: ‘Sex is one of the most important things in your life, for it makes you a man. It’s something to be proud of. But, like everything else you prize, it must be well cared for.’ 1943 was also the year the Surgeon General, mindful of caring for this prized thing, suggested that American soldiers no longer be punished for having VD, so that they would come forward for treatment. This was hugely controversial at the time; the British had gone through a similar convulsion the year before, with the Chief Medical Officer of the Ministry of Health, Sir Wilson Jameson, deciding that while VD was on the rise because of wartime and its associated ‘loose living’ it would have to be dealt with as ‘just another medical and public health problem’. The British Medical Journal agreed.9


A US War Department anti-VD pamphlet complete with dynamic coloured lettering appealed to the men to consider the army’s plans, as well as their own more immediate needs:




[F]irst your army’s plans: venereal disease can put a man OFF THE TEAM – and that is O.K. by the ENEMY . . . THEN YOUR OWN PLANS: V.D. untreated can give you plenty of TROUBLE.





This text is accompanied by a cartoon of men wading ashore from a landing craft, one of them in red – absent, I guess – with spectral letters spelling out VD beside him. My immediate thought on seeing this design was that, given how beach landings could go, maybe a dose of the clap wasn’t so bad. But men were expensive to train and motivate, and propagandists weren’t much bothered about how they ensured this investment was protected from VD. Dodgy women were the focus of many posters, warning: ‘98% of all procurable women have Venereal Disease – Why bet against these odds?’ and ‘SHE MAY LOOK CLEAN – BUT PICK-UPS, “GOOD TIME” GIRLS, PROSTITUES SPREAD SYPHILIS AND GONORRHEA – You can’t beat the Axis if you get VD.’


Accompanying these stern messages were pictures of tempting women smoking cigarettes and generally looking like a lot of fun – perhaps a predictive echo of the unfortunate chic that arose around anti-heroin propaganda in the 1980s and ’90s. Or indeed any propaganda that takes a moral tilt and tries to create the forbidden – it only makes the forbidden more exciting. Men were also warned rather vaguely that ‘VENEREAL DISEASE COVERS THE EARTH’ and told ‘Self-Control is Self-Preservation’; and while one poster admits that ‘VD CAN BE CURED’, there is of course a but: ‘BUT THERE’S NO MEDICINE FOR REGRET.’


So how well did these measures work? Maybe they were effective, and without them the numbers of VD casualties would have been even higher. Certainly, even with a cure in place, one thing that these dire warnings did emphasize was how terrible syphilis and gonorrhoea were. Although they seem like diseases from an over-the-top Victorian melodrama – for instance, Ibsen’s Ghosts, which has everything: simmering unrequited love, loss of faith, melodramatic plotting, inter-generational feuding, communication breakdown. The play includes an actually unnameable dose of syphilis; it was banned when it was first produced. Syphilis left untreated is utterly horrifying, and both syphilis and gonorrhoea can be passed on from mother to child. So not only are you off the team, but you’re also letting down your own future, the very future you are fighting for, and even risking the health of your potential kids. The anti-VD propagandists weren’t exaggerating. A spectre was haunting Europe, and it wasn’t communism, it was syphilis.


Syphilis, which once stalked the world, is a wily, evil bastard of a disease.* Nicknamed the ‘Great Imitator’, it presents in myriad ways, almost to the point of being unrecognizable at times; it mimics other conditions, disappears and reappears seemingly randomly – in the nineteenth century, a whole discipline dedicated to studying it emerged, called syphilology. It was said that ‘he who knows syphilis knows medicine’ – presumably by ‘medicine’ here they meant horrible suffering, pain, insanity and death, and desperate innovations masquerading as would-be cures. The disease first appeared in Europe in the 1500s (though it may have been around earlier, misidentified as leprosy), when an epidemic started amongst the men of Charles VIII of France as his army took Naples. Amidst the victory celebrations, it became clear that something was wrong: Charles’s men became horribly ill and at the Battle of Forova they were too ill to fight. By the end of the year – possibly because Charles’s army was made up of mercenaries from all over Western Europe – syphilis spread, reaching England and Scotland only two years later. Of course this outbreak coincided with lots of European maritime exploration and on the disease went, hitching a ride as far as China and Japan by 1520 and on to Oceania. Well done, everyone! And everyone blamed everyone else – it was the Neapolitan disease, the French disease, French pox, in Russia it was the Polish disease . . . you see how this works. Around the 1520s, the penny dropped that it was spread by sex, and given the religious world view at the time, it quickly came to be seen as a very real kind of judgement.


The disease generally runs in four stages, starting off with chancres and lesions (even the words that go with it seem old-fashioned), then progressing to rashes anywhere on your body, headaches, sore throat, fever and so on. Then it can go away. Sometimes, because syphilis is a wily, evil bastard, you can have the secondary stage without the first, or it can lie dormant. This ‘latent’ stage is particularly insidious: a patient might test positive for the disease but not have any symptoms – so why would you test? Tertiary syphilis, which may appear many years after the initial infection, comes in three forms, all utterly horrible: gummatous syphilis, which presents as tumour-like growths that can distort your face or body; neurosyphilis, when the disease strikes at the nervous system (obvs), leading to pain, bad balance and paralysis, as well as seizures and dementia – going mad in old age was as likely to be caused by a youthful dalliance as anything; and cardiovascular syphilis, which can cause an aneurysm. This array of symptoms and variations goes some way to show why this disease was the HIV of the Victorian era and before: long-term deadly, debilitating, incurable and a sure sign of what could be pounced on as moral decrepitude by the sort of people who like to pounce on stuff like that. Reading all this is enough to put you off the idea of doing it altogether. I am typing this with my legs crossed.


Syphilis was at one point pretty much everywhere – André Gide said of syphilis, ‘It is unthinkable for a Frenchman to arrive at middle age without having syphilis and the Cross of the Legion of Honour.’ In the days before antibiotics and reliable condoms it certainly made its mark on the known world. Artists, politicians, musicians, kings and emperors – it was no respecter of position or privilege. Ivan the Terrible (that might explain it then), Baudelaire, Howard Hughes, Lord Randolph Churchill, Delius, Al Capone, Manet and Beau Brummel can all be found on the roll-call of the unfortunately syphilitic. Bearing in mind that syphilis changes how it appears and comes and goes as it pleases, these lists of syphilitic celebs are surely incomplete; some may simply have died before it came back to haunt them – indeed, syphilis may have been around a lot longer than is believed because either people simply didn’t live long enough or it wasn’t recognized. It also seems to stand in as a potential diagnosis for anyone who acted at all erratically or dangerously: all-round fun guys Lenin and Hitler make the list of possibles.


Gonorrhoea is less serious but easily as debilitating in its early stages, and could take a man out of the front line at the crucial moment. But even knowing what these diseases can do to you, even with the threat of insanity: young men want to fuck. Especially young men who are being asked to risk their lives. And they might not be too fussy about who they fuck.


So, faced with something this serious, what was happening in the British Army, in the BEF, in 3rd Division in the autumn of 1939? Major General Montgomery, the arch-professional, decided he should apply himself to the problem at hand. And so on 15 November 1939 he wrote the following, and once again almost derailed his career completely:




Subject: Prevention of Venereal Disease. Div. 179/A 15 Nov. 39. List ‘A’


I am not happy about the situation regarding venereal disease in the Division.


Since the 18 October the number of cases admitted to Field Ambulances in the Divisional area totals 44.





So far, so sensible. Idle young men were expected to seek an outlet.




I consider that the whole question of women, V.D., and so on is one which must be handled by the regimental officer, and in particular by the C.O. The men must be spoken to quite openly and frankly, and the more senior the officer who speaks to them the better.


My view is that if a man wants to have a woman, let him do so by all means: but he must use his common sense and take the necessary precautions against infection – otherwise he becomes a casualty by his own neglect, and this is helping the enemy.





Entirely conventional stuff here too. Montgomery wasn’t going to make the mistake of trying to enforce abstention; he wanted to make it clear where the responsibility for his men’s health lay: with their officers and with the men individually. How could the division help?




Our job is to help him by providing the necessary means: he should be able to buy French Letters in the unit shop, and E.T. [Early Treatment] rooms must be available for his use. As regards the E.T. rooms – it is no use having one room in the battalion area: there should be one room in each coy. [company] area: the man who has a woman in a beetroot field near his coy. billet will not walk a mile to the battalion E.T. room. If a man desires to buy his French Letter in a civil shop he should be instructed to go to a chemist shop and ask for a ‘Capote Anglaise’.





Montgomery’s characteristic blunt style, with a dash of D. H. Lawrence perhaps – ‘a man who has a woman in a beetroot field’ – outlines the problem, and he clearly knows perfectly well how his men might behave and suggests action accordingly. Montgomery’s reputation for pithy problem-solving, for boiling a situation down to a simple, understandable précis, complete with solutions in similarly straightforward style, is upheld in this memo. He goes on:




There are in Lille a number of brothels, which are properly inspected and where the risk of infection is practically nil. These are known to the military police, and any soldier who is in need of horizontal refreshment would be well advised to ask a policeman for a suitable address.





And here is the fateful phrase: ‘horizontal refreshment’. That Montgomery knew there were brothels in Lille that were relatively safe, and recognized the problems of soldiers idling over the winter of 1939–40, waiting for the war to start, meant that what MPs knew about where best for British soldiers to get laid had passed across Montgomery’s desk. And being a British divisional general, with leeway to run things his way, Montgomery was formulating his own doctrine regarding sex.




The soldier on his part must clearly understand the penalties that are attached to V.D., and the reasons.


Finally, then, I wish all unit commanders to keep in touch with the V.D. problem and handle it in the way they think best.


We must face up to the problem, be perfectly frank about it, and do all we can to help the soldier in this very difficult matter. (Signed) . . .10





Given the deep seriousness of the problem, this memo is hard to fault, even for 1939. However, Montgomery also added a poem from the divisional Royal Signals, signed ‘cupid’, which put the issue into sophomoric doggerel. Its robust style wouldn’t have been too unfamiliar to anyone who had read the Wipers Times in the previous war.




MARS AMATORIA★


The General was worried and was very ill at ease,


He was haunted by the subject of venereal disease;


For four and forty soldiers was the tale he had to tell


Had lain among the beets and loved not wisely but too well.


It was plain that copulation was a tonic for the bored,


But the gallant British Soldier was an Innocent Abroad;


So ere he takes his pleasure with an amateur or whore,


He must learn the way from officers who’ve trod that path before.


No kind of doubt existed in the Major-General’s head


That the men who really knew the game of Love from A to Z


Were his Colonels and his Adjutants and those above the ruck,


For the higher up an officer the better he can f—k.


The Colonels and the Majors were not a bit dismayed,


They gave orders for the holding of a Unit Love Parade,


And the Adjutants by numbers showed exactly how it’s done,


How not to be a casualty and still have lots of fun.


The Adjutants explained that ‘capote’ did not mean a cup,


That refreshment horizontal must be taken standing up,


They told the troops to work at Love according to the rules,


And after digging in to take precautions with their tools.


Now the General is happy and perfectly at ease,


No longer is he troubled with venereal disease,


His problem solved, his soldiers clean (their badge is now a dove)


He has earned the cross of Venus, our General of Love.


‘cupid’


R. Signals.11





Saucy, but I wouldn’t open with it.


All this was too much for Lord Gort’s headquarters. There was, as Montgomery later described it, ‘the father-and-mother of a row. They were all after my blood at GHQ.’12 The feeling was that the order was inappropriate and improper, a poor reflection on the officer who drafted it and the army. The phrase ‘horizontal refreshment’ was the offending item, and regardless of the context, it looked as though the sky would fall in on 3rd Division’s commanding officer. The chaplain at GHQ was particularly agitated – and Lord Gort took the view that Montgomery had gone too far and should withdraw his too-hot-to-handle order. It went as far as the adjutant general. The problem was that getting a major general to withdraw an order would undermine his authority with his officers. Fortunately for Montgomery, his corps commander, Lieutenant General Alan Brooke, intervened with Gort, saying that it should be left to him to handle the errant Montgomery personally.


Accounts of what happened next don’t differ. Brooke’s staff, through closed doors, could hear their boss’s raised voice, stern and angry. Brooke’s diary for 23 November tells the story:




Started the day by having to ‘tell off’ Monty for having issued a circular to his troops on the prevention of venereal disease worded in such obscene language that both the C of E and RC senior chaplains had complained to the Adjutant General!





Well, we’ve seen the ‘obscene language’ so maybe Brooke is reflecting the breathless outrage of the chaplains rather than what he really thinks. Brooke’s diaries were notionally addressed to his wife, so perhaps that is why he drew a veil over the language. Nevertheless, the complaint being booted upstairs to the adjutant general indicates the trouble Montgomery was in. Brooke goes on:




I [. . .] pointed out to Monty that his position as the commander of a division had been seriously affected by this blunder and could certainly not withstand any further errors of this kind. I also informed him that I had a very high opinion of his military capabilities and an equally low one of his literary ones! He took it wonderfully well, and I think it ought to have done him good. It is a great pity that he spoils his very high military ability by a mad desire to talk or write nonsense.13





Montgomery had the good fortune of Brooke’s patronage. It saved him and his career, and, in a curious way, got him further than his undoubted skills as a trainer of men and battlefield strategist alone might have – for the rest of the war, as Brooke ascended to Chief of the Imperial General Staff, he set himself up as Montgomery’s – or by then Monty’s – guardian.


This episode illustrates two things. Firstly, that military patronage and personal bonds of professional loyalty were as important as any other factor in the leadership of the British war effort – Brooke was able, once Montgomery got the top job in Eighth Army and British fortunes changed, to protect him from Churchill and many, many others as well as from ‘Monty”s own ‘mad desire to talk or write nonsense’. Brooke’s approval became central to how the war was run and to officers’ careers. That Brooke fell back on the people he knew and trusted can hardly be a surprise. He’d got to know them as an instructor at the Staff College between 1923 and 1926 and they therefore understood one another – 24 of his former pupils commanded divisions in the Second World War. Monty taught there for two years too; nineteen of his pupils commanded divisions. The US Army, which had been even smaller between the wars, was a tight cadre of men who had come through together, ensuring that Marshall’s guy Ike got the job, and Ike’s guys got the jobs Ike wanted them to get.


But secondly what this incident also illustrates is how the BEF seemed to be sleepwalking into disaster. The professionals were having to look out for each other, while chaplains and adjutant generals got hung up on the mundane yet war-winningly essential business of talking to the men about VD in language they might understand. Montgomery’s guardian angel Brooke was an exception and understood how demanding the war to come might be, and who needed protecting. It would take calamitous defeat, the political fallout from that defeat – and many others to follow – as well as the entry into the war of allies who would challenge the status quo, for the professionals to get their hands on the reins and grind victory out of the disastrous strategic situation. Brooke could not have possibly known in November of 1939 that Montgomery would become ‘Monty’, but he backed the right horse. After all, as Montgomery’s brother points out:




It took just under six years to move from the landing exercise of 1938, with its one infantry brigade, a dozen or so naval aircraft, and a few warships, to the million or more troops, over ten thousand aircraft and the fleets of two nations, assembled for an opposed landing on the French coast. On both occasions the commander of all the land forces was the same man, Bernard Montgomery.14





The issue of VD didn’t go away: when he came to command Eighth Army in 1942, Montgomery clamped down on the brothels in Egypt, and yet again the army prelates did what they could to preserve the men’s moral integrity. In general, the army struggled with VD as the war progressed. In the Middle East in 1941, for every thousand men there were 41.3 VD cases and 35.5 battle casualties – VD was the third most prevalent disease that the army had to deal with. This reduced over the next two years, to 21.8 VD cases and 22.5 casualties per thousand. In Italy, VD rates rose: in 1943, the figures stood at 31.3 VD cases per thousand to 63.9 battle casualties, VD coming sixth in the disease pecking order. But by 1945 these figures were dramatically reversed: a staggering 68.8 men per thousand were recorded with VD (and it was the number-one disease the army in Italy was dealing with), compared to 9.8 battle casualties per thousand. In North-West Europe, battle casualties outweighed VD cases – in 1944, the rate of VD per thousand men on ration strength (all the men in a formation drawing rations, not just the men in the fighting parts of an army) was 5.9 to 61.3 battle casualties, which points to the toughness of the fighting. Burma, though, leaves the other theatres for dust. In 1943, the VD rates were soaring – 157.9 VD cases per thousand to 13.9 battle casualties. Considering that this was the year of the disastrous first Arakan offensive, these figures suggest a story of their own. By 1945, the figures are almost level – 72.2 to 73.2. VD never went away, and it hospitalized more men than combat. By 1945, Eisenhower was fuming noisily about the numbers of men lost to VD – but Montgomery by then was ‘Monty’, and so beyond the scope of this chapter.


Montgomery complained about the high venereal disease rate in the Second New Zealand Expeditionary Force to General Bernard Freyberg, who commanded the New Zealand forces in the Middle East and Italy (and later became governor general). Freyberg apparently replied, ‘If they can’t fuck, they can’t fight.’ And if anyone knew fighting, it was Freyberg.
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