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Foreword




  BY DAVID MONTGOMERY




  During the ten years that elapsed from my father’s death in 1976 to the publication of the third and final volume of the outstanding biography by Nigel Hamilton, I was

  often asked when, or indeed if, I would write about my father. I replied that the subject had been so comprehensively covered that there was no immediate need but that, in due course, a new

  opportunity might occur. About three years ago I conceived the idea that it would be most interesting to retrace the journey of my father through north-west Europe from the beaches in Normandy to

  Lüneburg Heath, by following the itinerary of TAC HQ (Tactical Headquarters) 21 Army Group – the small headquarters around the three caravans which, though I never visited it, had for so

  long been part of my life.




  The notion of a mobile headquarters separated from main headquarters was implemented by my father as soon as he took command of the Eighth Army in August 1942, and at that time comprised two

  caravans which had been captured from the Italians. These, together with the map wagon which was added for the invasion of north-west Europe, are now a feature exhibit in the Imperial War Museum at

  Duxford. The story of how the caravans were acquired and the part they played in my father’s concept of command will appear later in this book.




  I felt that it should be possible to identify almost all the twenty-seven sites and locations in France, Belgium, Holland and Germany (as well as the first site, near Portsmouth) at which TAC HQ

  had stopped between June 1944 and May 1945. My idea was to visit them all and undertake what I considered would be a filial pilgrimage. However, it was obvious that it would be much better to

  combine this historical peregrination with personal anecdotes and other documentary material. All biography needs to be revised from time to time with different perspectives

  on the personalities and new judgements made from the historian’s own analysis of events, as viewed from another angle. The question was how to achieve it.




  I decided to put the proposition to Alistair Horne, not only a distinguished historian but a long-time friend dating back to Cambridge days. I suggested that we could combine by my contributing

  with contacts, personal anecdotes and previously unpublished archive material, and that he should use these to take a new look at my father from an entirely different viewpoint. This would

  inevitably involve us both in controversial issues, as my father has no shortage of critics anxious to pick over the bones! A good example was the attempt to dislodge him from command in July 1944

  when the campaign appeared to be stalled. Unfortunately my father did his own cause little good by always insisting, largely out of consideration for the morale of his troops, that everything was

  developing exactly according to plan. In truth very little ever goes exactly to plan, and certainly not after immensely complicated landings on a hostile defended shore. I believe that my father

  was always flexible, adapting to circumstances and making new disposals as the situation required, but seldom admitting it.




  As a result of this and other matters of great historical debate, I insisted that Alistair should have complete freedom to criticize and comment as he felt, and that I would object only if there

  were clear errors of fact, and would request no changes to matters of opinion or judgement, even if I took a dissenting view.




  Thus it was that we set off in June 1992 on a fascinating and most enjoyable two-stage reconnaissance, with Alistair as captain and pilot, and myself as staff officer and navigator. It was a

  memorable journey which gave a completely new insight into the campaign and its problems. More particularly it provided an opportunity to review the inadequacy of British equipment, the political

  relationships between the Allies and many aspects of the last stage of the war which had hitherto been dealt with tangentially. This in itself was a most instructive and rewarding experience.




  But if this is a more personal appraisal of my father I cannot avoid touching on my own relationship with him during my early life. As was normal in pre-war army days, our

  family life was almost entirely nomadic. Born in England in 1928, by the time I was six I had already lived for extensive periods in Jerusalem, Alexandria and Quetta, near the north-west frontier

  of Imperial India. After the Quetta earthquake, a major natural disaster and a quite unforgettable experience, following which the children were evacuated to facilitate the clear-up work, I

  returned to England and, on a bitterly cold day in January 1936, at the tender age of seven and a half, went to boarding school.




  From then until I finished military service at twenty and went to university, life was almost entirely institutional. In October 1937 my mother died when I had just turned nine years old,

  following which my father had to make special arrangements for me. In theory, my eldest half-brother, John, although away much of the time as a serving sapper office, was my guardian. His

  fiancée Jocelyn had taken care of me while my mother was dying, inspiring a lifelong devotion. In practice, I moved from place to place each school holiday until August 1942, when my father

  was appointed to command the Eighth Army and transferred at short notice to the desert. He then decided to make more permanent arrangements, and Tom Reynolds, the headmaster of the preparatory

  school, which I had left the previous term, was appointed my guardian. I then lived with his family until my father created his own family home at Isington Mill in 1948.




  All this may seem rather an odd upbringing, although I never felt in the least deprived; in fact to begin with my father was a most assiduous and devoted parent. However, this changed

  dramatically when, almost overnight, he became internationally famous and in two and a half years had become a living legend. To be an only child with no mother in these circumstances is

  undoubtedly rather complicated and confusing for a teenager, but, like most things, one becomes accustomed and adjusts accordingly. Although proud of his achievement I was always conscious that our

  relationship would never be quite normal, as it had been when I was a child and my mother was alive.




  In retrospect it must have been far worse for him – preoccupied with great affairs but equally concerned, as his letters reveal, with the welfare of his only son. I now

  believe that my youthful exuberance and at times rather excessively wild behaviour must have been a sore trial, and one which he could well have done without. The Reynolds family, to whom I owe an

  enormous debt of gratitude, took much of the burden and concern away, although it would have been all much easier if my mother had survived.




  It has been suggested that my father’s single-minded purpose and ambition to succeed derived from her death. However, any serious analysis of my father’s approach to military

  matters, starting with his experience in the First World War, reveals that he was totally dedicated to his profession from an early age and way in front of his contemporaries, especially in all

  aspects of training and preparation for war. What is more certain is that my mother’s early death had an impact on my circumstances and on our relationship.




  I remain convinced that as a general, both in the desert and in north-west Europe, my father was the right man at the right time in the right place. Unfortunately in the post-war world the

  adulation had its effect upon his character, with no one close enough to mitigate this and bring him back to reality. Although he welcomed heated debate on almost any subject with his personal

  staff and numerous protégés, with his only son this produced friction and irritation. He was a soldier’s general with a capacity to inspire at a time when it was most needed and

  this, above all else, will be his lasting memorial.




  

    Montgomery of Alamein


  




  December 1993




  





  
Preface




  BY ALISTAIR HORNE




  

    

      

        In defeat, unbeatable; in victory, unbearable.




        

          (Winston Churchill, quoted in Edward Marsh, Ambrosia and Small Beer)


        




        

          It has been a damned nice thing – the nearest run thing you ever saw in your life . . . By God! I don’t think it would have done if I had not been there.


        




        

          (Duke of Wellington, Creevey Papers, vol. X, p. 236)


        




        

          I don’t know if we could have done it without Monty. It was his sort of battle. Whatever they say about him, he got us there.


        




        

          (Major-General Walter Bedell Smith, speaking of D-Day in March 1976)


        


      


    


  




  I first met Monty just after the war. I was a young officer with MI5 attached to GHQ Middle East; Field Marshal Viscount Montgomery of Alamein was Chief of the Imperial

  General Staff (CIGS) and had come out to what was then Palestine with the unpalatable task of telling us that exigencies of the world situation demanded the postponement of our demobilization. The

  venue for this distressing encounter was a large, partially covered squash court. The moment the great soldier began speaking, volleys of flapping pigeons took off, making a mockery of his speech.

  The Field Marshal turned to the General with the command ‘Get those pigeons out of here!’ The General turned to the Major-General, who turned to the Brigadier . .

  . The order passed all the way down the line to an embarrassed subaltern who ineffectually endeavoured to catch the pigeons with a butterfly net. The birds were unmoved; nobody dared laugh. With

  mounting irritation, Monty persisted against a backdrop of flapping. We all sat there stonily, our mirth suppressed only by the grimness of the tidings he pronounced. I remember reflecting long

  afterwards on the Canute-like disbelief of this small general that a flock of pigeons should possibly interrupt his delivery. It seemed quite arrogant.1




  The second time I saw Monty was about ten years later, when he had just retired from the army but was instructing the current British government on how to conduct its foreign relations with the

  Russians and Chinese. He was speaking after dinner in a room with phenomenally bad acoustics; a few seats away from him was the distinguished blind journalist, T. E. Utley. Someone at the end of

  the table complained of not being able to hear him, at which Monty snapped back, ‘I can see one of you is blind, but are the rest of you deaf, too?’ It was a savage remark, and the two

  incidents combined left me long with an impression of both cruelty and arrogance.




  Later, as I became a military historian, we corresponded. Through his son David, my friend from Cambridge days, I would visit him down at his retreat in Isington Mill. He reacted with unexpected

  warmth to my early books on French military history, and I became aware – under those fiercely penetrating blue eyes – of a much kindlier, but also intensely lonely human being. It was

  this loneliness which made a particular impression on me. But never for a moment did it occur to me during my visits to Isington Mill three decades ago that I might one day write a biography of

  him.




  As an armoured man educated in America during the early part of the Second World War, my original sympathies were instinctively with the dashing Patton rather than with

  the cautious Monty. These were later reinforced by books, such as Correlli Barnett’s The Desert Generals, critical of Monty’s performance in the pursuit after Alamein. All too

  often he seemed to be dogged by that besetting sin of the British Army, the Gallipoli instinct to pause and ‘regroup’ whenever success seemed within reach. But perhaps the passage of

  years brings caution to military analysts too. David Montgomery in his Foreword describes the genesis of this book, the unpublished material he has provided and the extensive ‘recce’ of

  all his father’s twenty-eight TAC HQs which we jointly undertook in 1992. With it also came, at least for me, valuable new insights into the man and the wartime commander. While writing the

  official life of Harold Macmillan, I was constantly reminded of the loneliness at the top, whether of a prime minister or a commander-in-chief. In Monty it seemed to acquire another dimension (by

  comparison, Macmillan was a positively gregarious figure), and David and I instinctively agreed on The Lonely Leader as a natural title.




  If there is a justification for a new study of Montgomery, coming on top of all that has already been published (and notably the imposing and exhaustive three-volume biography, in which few

  details are spared, written by Nigel Hamilton in the 1980s), it should be on the basis of new interpretations even more than of new material. In the two post-atomic generations that have grown up

  since D-Day 1944, the whole concept of war has also subtly altered; now it has to be short, painless, without casualties (at least for the ‘good guys’) and, above all, suitably

  adaptable for television. What would have happened if television cameramen had been present on OMAHA Beach on 6 June 1944, providing the kind of live coverage that so influenced American public

  opinion during Vietnam, and threatened to call the shots during the Gulf War, confounds the imagination. Most probably there would have been no D + 1. Equally, could Monty conceivably have survived

  his very bad press during the weeks of apparent stalemate of June–July 1944 if he had been subjected to a nightly grilling by those semi-informed, instant pundits of television, so eager for

  immediate results, as were the coalition generals during the (fortunately) brief Gulf War of 1991? It was once said of Verdun, 1916, that it could never ‘be done

  again’. Happily – at least on the Western Front in 1939–45 – it never was. Fifty years on, one asks oneself, could D-Day ever be done again? The acquired wisdom always was

  that, because of nuclear weapons, the answer was no. Then, in the lingering moments of pessimism that prefaced the Gulf War, it looked briefly as if it might have to be – against

  Iraq’s Saddam Hussein.




  On reopening the files on OVERLORD, 1944, one’s immediate reaction is: what a staggering risk! Across the years, it now comes across as a much nearer-run thing, to use Wellington’s

  famous dictum, than one had previously realized. There was absolutely no margin for error, and penalties for failure would have been inestimable. It was once said of the First World War that there

  was only one man on either side who could have lost it in an afternoon: Admiral Lord Jellicoe, Commander-in-Chief of the Royal Navy. Had Jellicoe forfeited Britain’s margin of superiority

  over the Kaiser’s fleet, Britain would have been starved into submission, her French and Russian allies then conquered at ease. It seems to me that, in the Second World War, once Eisenhower

  as Allied Supreme Commander had given that majestically courageous decision of 5 June, ‘OK, let’s go,’ Monty then comes closest to sharing Jellicoe’s reputation in his war.

  The responsibility resting on those narrow shoulders, the ‘what-ifs?’ of failure, were simply colossal. Granted the huge preponderance of Allied material power arrayed against Germany

  by mid-1944 – supremacy in the air, the U-boats defeated, the gigantic US military build-up since Pearl Harbor, the seemingly unstoppable might of the Soviet steamroller – with the

  brilliance of hindsight it seems inconceivable today that the Allies could then still actually have lost the war. Yet history has a way of springing surprises. There were at least three ways in

  which the OVERLORD landings could have been defeated: by misfortune, by lack of resolve or by a bad plan incompetently executed. In the first instance, through no human agency, an evil change in

  the weather could have swept away the Allied landing forces as surely as it did the Spanish Armada of 1588, or as the ancient Greeks were mercilessly harried to the edge of

  destruction by Poseidon on their way to and from the siege of Troy.




  In June 1944, however, failure through a lack of resolve, or a bad plan, would have reflected on one man, and one man only – Bernard Law Montgomery.




  Consider the consequences of defeat on D-Day. The Allies would have lost their almost irreplaceable fleet of landing craft, in which even by June 1944 the margin was uncomfortably small. Britain

  would have sacrificed her last available army. It would have taken at least another year, well into the summer of 1945, before another invasion attempt could have been mounted; and that would then

  have had to be manned largely by Americans. In the meantime, Hitler would have been developing his deadly jet aircraft, and new technology would have enhanced the striking power of his U-boat

  fleet. Possibly (though improbably) his scientists might have developed an atomic bomb. But, with certainty, Britain would have been hammered mercilessly by Hitler’s V-weapons, constantly

  increasing in numbers in the Pas de Calais and the Low Countries, and largely immune to air attack. By late summer of 1944, under the rain of the V-1 ‘doodlebugs’ and after nearly five

  years of war, British morale was already shakier than it had been at any time in the Blitz; could it have held up after another devastating defeat, and for another year? What if the national hero,

  Monty, repulsed on the shores of Normandy, had joined the long, lugubrious ranks of the defeated and sacked British generals? In the US, a tremendous head of idealism had built up to smash Hitler,

  as the number-one priority; yet with a bloody catastrophe on the Normandy beaches, could the restless Americans have resisted the pressures of Admiral King and the ‘Pacific Lobby’ to

  transfer their main effort to defeating the hated Japanese enemy?




  There then remains the unpredictable Russian card. In the course of their smashing spring offensive of 1944, which brought the Red Army sweeping into Poland, the Soviets looked irresistible,

  but supposing the bulk of the sixty German divisions pinned down in the West by OVERLORD had been released to hold the Eastern Front? Might they then have been able to fight

  the Russians, with their already colossal losses in men, to a bloody standstill? Since the glasnost opening of the Soviet archives in 1990, we are now aware, in addition to the

  Ribbentrop–Molotov Pact of 1939, of at least two (previously unknown) overtures for a separate peace from Stalin, giant with feet of clay, to Hitler in the terrible autumn of 1941. With the

  Allies defeated in the West in 1944, such a desperate remedy, though improbable, would not have been inconceivable. Certainly this was the hope that buoyed up Rommel and its probability would have

  been vastly increased had ROUNDUP, the invasion of Normandy scheduled for the summer of 1943, been attempted then, rather than a year later. This is what Roosevelt and Marshall had wanted, and what

  would have resulted in a premature effort with green troops doomed to almost certain failure, averted only under heaviest pressure from Churchill and his prudent CIGS, Brooke – who, a year

  later, was still privately wondering whether OVERLORD ‘may well be the most ghastly disaster of the whole war’.




  Thus, if an Allied repulse on D-Day did not actually lead to some form of victory for Hitler, at best it would have meant another bloody year of war, ruinous for Britain, the extinction of the

  last surviving remnants of European Jewry through completion of the Final Solution, culminating almost certainly with the employment of the first atomic bombs in the summer of 1945 on Germany, not

  Japan. Sweeping through a ‘nuked’ Germany, the victorious Red Army would have stopped nowhere short of the Rhine. Lost to Communism, Europe, and the world, would have been a very

  different place today.




  This was what was involved on 6 June 1944. The risks facing Montgomery and his Anglo-American forces were truly gigantic. Of course, once the landings had been consolidated, these risks were

  substantially reduced and ultimate victory seemed but a matter of time. But there still lay ahead weeks of the most bitter fighting experienced in Europe by Americans,

  British and Canadians during the entire war. At various times, pundits of the Western press predicted Normandy bogging down into a grisly deadlock reminiscent of 1914–18. Every post-war study

  reveals Hitler’s Wehrmacht of 1944, despite its losses in five years of war, to have been an even more formidable instrument than hitherto accepted; nothing attests this better than his

  eleventh-hour Ardennes offensive of December 1944, which, with Germany on the very threshold of collapse, came so close to inflicting a devastating defeat on the Americans. My own researches for

  this book further incline me to believe that Monty was fighting with a much more ‘flawed weapon’ in his hand than has been realized.




  This in itself may have been one of the less apparent sources of his own disastrous relations with Eisenhower and the Americans.




  There was ‘a wrenching disproportion between the legend and the reality as Americans perceive it’, writes one of Monty’s harsher US critics, Eric Larrabee: ‘The

  transatlantic view is not only less charitable than the homegrown one but alien, in a literal sense, to the world Montgomery inhabited.’2 There was a

  fundamental truth here. Dating back to the days when the triumph of El Alamein had begun to fade away, Monty has never enjoyed a good press in the United States. For this he really had no one to

  blame but himself, compounding as he did the offence of what he said during the war with what he wrote subsequently in the post-war ‘anecdotage’ of his memoirs. Tragically, the superb

  joint Anglo-American achievements of the war became muddied in the self-justification and ripostes by Angry Old Men on both sides of the Atlantic. There were many things about the wartime Monty

  that were profoundly unpalatable to Americans: his smug boastfulness, his ex post facto insistence that all his operations had gone precisely according to plan, his supercilious treatment of

  Ike and Americans in general. Reading the wartime communications between him and his superior, Eisenhower, one feels Ike must have had a forbearance of heroic, if not

  saintly, proportions. But one has also to recall that, until Pearl Harbor, and in sharpest contrast to contemporary Anglo-American soldiers with two generations of NATO communal existence, a

  British officer of Monty’s generation would have been as likely to have met a Martian as an American counterpart. After the liberation of France, Monty, given his prickly character, could

  never have put over to the Americans his second-phase strategy for the ‘single thrust’ into Germany – however sound militarily that might have been. An Alexander might have done,

  but then Alexander would almost certainly never have had the tactical skill to land half a million men in Normandy, nor the inspired touch to persuade men to slog on at Caen, nor the persistence to

  continue – in the teeth of all opposition – with a strategy that would lead to the greatest Allied victory of the war to date.




  During the Normandy campaign, Monty’s press in the States was far worse than he deserved; but today few major American historians deny that it could not have been won without him –

  any more than the Alliance could have been sustained under the command of a lesser man than Eisenhower. Yet, in his lonely isolation from SHAEF3 and Ike,

  Monty’s was truly a tragedy of personalities and failed communications. Here alone, it seemed to us, a reappraisal was overdue.




  Originally, the Horne–Montgomery scheme was to carry the story through to the German surrender of May 1945, with a more proportionate share of the book devoted to the post-September 1944

  sections of the campaign. But books in the writing have a way of taking over. Gradually the decisive victory of Normandy, and Monty’s dominant role in it, seemed all-important, with

  everything that followed becoming little more than historical postscripts. The tragic story of Arnhem, the Battle of the Bulge, the crossing of the Rhine and the triumphant sweep across Germany

  have all been told many times, and are here peripheral. But Normandy was the key to it all; just as 1 September 1944, with Monty’s promotion and demotion and

  Eisenhower’s assumption of overall command, becomes a natural watershed of intense historic significance – beyond just the confines of the war.




  Finally, perhaps, a word of appreciation is due to my fellow author. Nowhere were Monty’s idiosyncrasies of character more evident than in his treatment of his son. Yet the initial idea of

  this book was his – to undertake, as he puts it, a ‘filial pilgrimage’. We covered 2000 miles, all the way from Southwick House to Lüneburger Heide, rediscovering to our

  satisfaction (and some surprise) the sites of all the twenty-eight TAC HQs; only arriving finally at Lüneburger Heide did we unexpectedly encounter the greatest difficulty in finding the Holy

  Grail itself, the site of the German surrender of May 1945 – as will be related. Much unpublished material, in the form of letters and other documents, came from David Montgomery, but at no

  time was any restriction ever imposed on my total freedom to write what I wished about his father. In this sense, the result is perhaps hardly an ‘official’ or ‘authorized’

  biography. The research was joint, the writing entirely by me – though it was commented on by David at every stage, and he generously shoulders responsibility for the final product. I am

  indebted to David for all this, as well as for his constant, long-suffering and amiable support.




  Equally I am indebted to him for helping expose a number of belles légendes that have grown up over the years and have been accepted uncritically by other authors. For instance,

  there is the widely told story about ex-Sergeant Parker who stayed on at Isington Mill as odd-job man during the last years of the Field Marshal. The unfortunate Parker was said to have been

  attacked by a horde of infuriated water-rats when clearing weed out of the mill-race – and died as a result of his injuries. ‘Most unfortunate’ was supposed to have been

  Monty’s callous comment. A horrifying tale – but ‘total rubbish’, says David: ‘Parker died of cancer.’ Equally fantastical was the notion given credence by,

  among others, Alun Chalfont in his biography that Monty had homosexual tendencies, as will be seen. Both stories may illustrate the difficulties that face any biographer of

  Monty because of the mass of apocrypha that has grown up around him.








  To avoid burdening the reader with a mass of footnotes, we have given source references that are indicative rather than exhaustive. Fuller details of those sources may be found

  in the Bibliography.








  There are very many people to whom David Montgomery and I owe gratitude. In the realm of unpublished diaries and other material, in the first instance there is a particular debt

  to Johnny Henderson for so generously opening to us his personal wartime diaries. These had never been seen before outside his immediate circle, and provided a valuable and fresh view of Monty and

  his TAC HQ. We are also grateful to him for his unstinting help in the course of numerous interviews and queries. An indispensable treasury of material for any historian writing about the man or

  the period is, of course, the copious archive of oral interviews carried out by Nigel Hamilton in the course of writing his own monumental three-volume biography. The archive is now accessible in

  the Imperial War Museum.




  For other unpublished written documents or recorded tapes, we are particularly indebted to the late Colonel Peter Earle (his diaries are deposited in the IWM), to Colonels Trumbull Warren of

  Ontario and Ray BonDurant of Florida, and to Major Paul Odgers for access to his invaluable ‘Chronicle’ of TAC HQ. My old friend Lady Liddell Hart, widow of Sir Basil, was most helpful

  in giving me access to her private papers, while of course the Liddell Hart Archives in King’s College, London, remain an essential quarry.




  Mrs Mary Laurie and Mrs Susanna Cort, daughters of the late Major Noël Chavasse, were most generous in allowing free access to his correspondence and photograph albums. Sir William Mather

  kindly provided a valuable personal account of the Battle of Soltau; conversations taped at length between David Montgomery and Manfred Rommel also afforded much excellent new

  material on Monty’s adversary in North Africa and Normandy, Erwin Rommel.




  The following helped most graciously with interviews: Air Chief Marshal Sir Harry Broadhurst, Colonel John and Jocelyn Carver, Major T. Coverdale, Major R. Harden, the late Lord Hunter, Sir

  Richard O’Brien, Major Paul Odgers, the late General Sir Charles Richardson, Sir Hereward Wake, Sir E. Williams.




  We are especially indebted to Sir Carol Mather, who not only agreed to be interviewed but most kindly checked the manuscript.




  Both of us are personally grateful to the following for their kind hospitality and help in the course of the ‘recce’ carried out in two sections, in June and September of 1992: the

  Marquis de Canchy, C. Pozzo di Borgo, M. and Mme Pierre Dalle, M. André Coilliot, Princesse de Merode, Mme Henriette Claessen, the Mayor and Corporation of Zonhoven, Mme Mommen, Nick McCarthy,

  Colonel M. Craster, Sabine, Gräfin von Perponcher-Sedlnitzky. At Arnhem, we were most warmly welcomed by the curator of its excellent museum Adrian Groeneweg; and in the Ardennes by SE J. P.

  van Bellinghem, and by M. Guy Arend, through whose remarkable free enterprise two outstanding museums have arisen at Bastogne and Arlon.




  For additional help and advice on various points, we are indebted to: Colonel Tom Bigland, the late Axel von dem Bussche, Field Marshal Lord Carver, General Sir John Hackett, Professor Sir

  Michael Howard, Dr Georg Meyer, Dr Jochen Thiess, Sir Brian Urquhart and the Defense Enquiry Office of the US Embassy in London.




  Once again, the Imperial War Museum, under the directorship of Dr Alan Borg, Ted Inman at Duxford and Roderick Suddaby of the Department of Documents, together with Nigel Steel, rose

  marvellously and tirelessly to the occasion. We are equally indebted for illustrations to Mrs Hilary Roberts of the IWM.




  By no means least, this book depended largely on access to the Montgomery Collection in the IWM, as well as to the copious unpublished files of correspondence and other material in the private possession of the present Lord Montgomery – the progenitor of the whole concept of The Lonely Leader. (Perhaps typical of this untapped treasure-trove was

  discovery of the original War Office top-secret file on the mini-drama of the looted pig. It now resides in the IWM.) I remain eternally beholden to David for his endless patience and good humour

  in dealing cheerfully with a multitude of queries and problems – as well as with the capacity of his co-author to lose documents – throughout the arduous work of preparing this book. We

  remain firm friends.




  One thing, however, is quite certain: without the remarkable team of editor and copy-editor of Roland Philipps and Peter James, valiantly supported by Tanya Stobbs, this book would never have

  been completed on time. In other ways I owe a special debt to Roland, for his super-human calmness, something essential to a super-heated author. I hasten to add that any error of fact in answering

  the James–Philipps 800-point pre-Christmas questionnaire has to remain entirely the responsibility of this author. For other support of a similar nature, ‘above and beyond the

  call’, I am – once again – profoundly grateful to my saintly and superb research-assistant and secretary, Anne Whatmore.




  And finally, inestimably, I owe a debt to my wife, Sheelin, who put up with an impossible author for far too many months.




  

    Alistair Horne


  




  Turville, Christmas Eve 1993




  





  
1 » THE MAKING OF A SOLDIER




  1887–1939




  

    

      

        The stern compression of circumstances, twinges of adversity, the spur of slights and taunts in early years, are needed to evoke that ruthless fixity of purpose and tenacious

        mother-wit without which great actions are seldom accomplished.




        

          (Winston Churchill, Marlborough)


        




        Montgomery was often tiresome and sometimes absurd. All the same, as so many have said, he was the greatest British field commander since Wellington. Perhaps this is not much

        of a compliment; there are few competitors for the title.




        

          (A. J. P. Taylor, Observer, 11 April 1976)


        


      


    


  




  On 2 January 1944, a small general arrived in London with a very big job: to lead the Anglo-American invasion of north-west Europe that spring. If he were to fail at D-Day, and

  were the Allies to be thrown back into the sea (as they had been at Dunkirk in 1940 and Dieppe in 1942), the extent of the disaster would be incalculable. Less than eighteen months previously,

  General Sir Bernard Law Montgomery had been a totally unknown figure outside his profession – and most emphatically not universally loved within it. To a young staff officer, he had then

  looked at first sight more like ‘a very alert Parson Jack Russell terrier’4 than a great warlord. Now, relinquishing his legendary Eighth Army

  after their victory in North Africa, he returned from the Mediterranean, to become almost overnight the best-known and most beloved British general since Wellington after

  Waterloo.




  If, as Napoleon declared, every soldier carried with him in his great pack a marshal’s baton, Bernard Law Montgomery would indeed be getting his before the summer was up; but in his pack

  he carried a great deal more of historic weight from the Mediterranean. In it he carried undeniable military genius, success (a substance so far denied British arms almost consistently since

  September 1939), extraordinary charisma – and a very difficult personality.




  Bernard Law Montgomery was born in 1887, on 17 November (therefore a member of the curious zodiacal fellowship of Scorpio, genius allied with self-destruction), three and four years respectively

  before his adversaries Adolf Hitler and Erwin Rommel (the latter also a Scorpion), into a fairly representative Victorian family of slender means. Both sides of the family, the Montgomerys and the

  Farrars, had India and the Church in the background. Before Irish Protestant blood came into their veins, the Montgomerys originally stemmed from Normandy – where Bernard would fight his

  greatest battle. But, although with their innate pugnacity the Irish have provided some of Britain’s finest soldiers of two world wars – Brooke, Alexander and Montgomery, just to cite

  the famous trio of 1939–45 – it seems that it was from the Farrar side of the family whence Monty inherited most the cutting edge of his personality, as well as its less pleasant

  aspects.




  His maternal grandfather, Frederic William Farrar, was a remarkable Victorian by any standard. Originally a reforming schoolmaster of the Dr Arnold stamp, in the course of his life he published

  some seventy-five books, covering a vast range from Classics to what would now be called sociology. But it was his famous novel, Eric, or Little by Little, written when he was twenty-seven,

  that gained for him a certain literary immortality. Translated into innumerable languages and running to over fifty editions, with its mixture of high morality and excessive sentimentality cloying

  to the modern reader, as a bestseller about English school life in the nineteenth century it was second only to Tom Brown’s Schooldays. It was also probably the only

  novel to make an impact on the author’s grandson, at any rate in early life. Farrar was a man of most forceful personality, with total faith in his own judgement and a remarkable ability to

  simplify – all characteristics that were passed on in full to his grandson. He took orders, and having made a name for himself as a rebel (and a troublesome one at that) against the existing

  education, he was appointed honorary chaplain to Queen Victoria, an unusual honour for a school teacher. In 1871 he was made headmaster of Marlborough College, but four years later – at

  forty-five – Disraeli appointed him Rector of that prestigious church, St Margaret’s, Westminster. There his powerful oratory had such an extraordinary success that his congregation had

  to reserve seats, often sitting on the steps of the pulpit itself. After his death, a nearby street in Westminster was named after him.




  To St Margaret’s Farrar also brought as curate a former pupil from Harrow, the Revd Henry Montgomery, sixteen years younger than himself, and son of an Indian civil servant,

  Sir Robert – who, during the Siege of Lucknow in 1858, had earned the reputation of being ‘brave as a lion, and gentle as a lamb’, and went on to become lieutenant-governor of the

  Punjab. Shortly after arriving at St Margaret’s, the Revd Henry became engaged at the age of thirty-two to the Dean’s daughter Maud, then aged only fourteen. They were married two years

  later. On Maud’s own account, it was not an outstandingly happy marriage, although Henry adored her. Before she reached twenty-five, Maud had borne five of her nine children; Bernard was

  number four. It was, in his words, ‘an uninteresting family, some might say’.5 Certainly there was within it never the least breath of scandal;

  Henry came greatly under the influence of his father-in-law’s tirades from the pulpit against ‘Demon Drink’, based on his observations during forays into the East End. Eventually

  he took the pledge, passing on his obsession with temperance down through the next two generations of the Montgomery family. In the not very kind words of Maud (she appears not

  to have been a notably kind person), compared to her brilliant father, Henry was ‘a plodder’; his most distinguished recorded achievement being his ability to jump in one bound up the

  steps leading to Hall at Trinity College (an almost impossible feat).6




  Nevertheless, at a relatively early age Henry in 1889 was appointed bishop of Tasmania. His first action was to rush to the Athenaeum Club to discover exactly where his diocese was. Bernard was

  two years old. For the next twelve years Tasmania was to be the Montgomerys’ home, and it was there that Bernard grew up. It was a spartan regime, though perhaps little more so than the norm

  of the times: the children were up at dawn, chopping firewood, with lessons beginning at 7.30, followed by a strict bedroom inspection and prayers, and only then breakfast. Money was very tight;

  Monty claimed he never owned a watch until the outbreak of the First World War. Henry was a gentle, rather saintly man, described as having a ‘silky beard and kindly face’. Bernard

  adored him: ‘He was always a friend. If ever there was a saint on this earth, it was my father. He got bullied a good deal by my mother and she could always make him do what she

  wanted.’ Even late in the Bishop’s life (he died in 1932, but his wife lived on long after him) when the family had returned to England, the parsimonious Maud:




  

    

      ran all the family finances and gave my father ten shillings a week; this sum had to include his daily lunch at the Athenaeum, and he was severely cross-examined if he

      meekly asked for another shilling or two before the end of the week. Poor dear man, I never thought his last years were very happy; he was never allowed to do as he liked . . .7


    


  




  All the siblings seemed to dislike the Farrars. In his memoirs, Monty stated categorically, ‘Certainly I can say that my own childhood was

  unhappy,’ and this was something he blamed largely on his mother. She seems, with little doubt, to have been a harsh parent, incapable of giving out much affection – least of all to

  young Bernard.




  Maud’s general principle was ‘Go and find out what Bernard is doing and tell him to stop it.’ There were constant ‘defeats’ and beatings with a cane –

  invariably administered not by the Bishop but by Maud. On one never forgotten occasion young Monty had been caught smoking. Sorrowfully his father took him into his study, knelt him down in prayer,

  then pronounced him forgiven. But outside the study door his mother was waiting, with a stick, and she gave him a savage beating, notwithstanding the Bishop’s earlier absolution. By his own

  admission more rebellious and unmalleable than his siblings, as well as incapable of subterfuge, Bernard deserved much of what he got. Already a contemporary recalled him as being ‘a

  difficult sort of chap’.8 Perhaps illustrative is an oft retailed anecdote from later years when, at Moville, their home in Ireland, Monty deliberately

  cut away a precious clematis outside his mother’s window – just to annoy.




  Often we exaggerate the recollected horrors of childhood; just possibly, over the latter years Monty made his mother out to be blacker than she really was, if for no other reason than to explain

  his own shocking treatment of her (and, more inexplicably, of his sisters) once the mantle of fame had descended upon him. But there is no pardoning the cold lack of love which young Monty found

  there.




  How much did this really shape his character, his later career – and his relationships with others? Certainly strong-minded women can have the most powerful and long-lasting effect on

  their sons. A case in point is that of Harold Macmillan and his excessively dominating American mother Nellie, who probably ruined his marriage – but without whose drive

  and ambition he would almost certainly never have become prime minister. Unlike Monty, he never ceased to venerate his mother, and it was to her that he wrote all his (deeply moving) letters from

  the trenches. Similarly with Monty: it was not to the beloved and gentle Bishop that he wrote in this time of terrible crisis, but to his unkind mother, some of the most emotive and intimate lines

  he ever penned, sixty letters in all. Therefore, one should perhaps treat with more caution than have some biographers the alleged hatred between the future Field Marshal and his mother.




  In 1901, the family reluctantly left Tasmania for home, Henry to become secretary of the Society of the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, which post he held until his retirement, aged

  seventy-four, in 1921. The family now divided their time between an overcrowded house in Chiswick and holidays at the family home in Moville, County Donegal, twenty miles from Londonderry, which an

  ancestor had purchased in the mid-eighteenth century. In London the Bishop would escape whenever he could to the tranquillity of the Athenaeum Club – on his ten-bob-a-week pocket money. Now

  aged thirteen, Bernard was sent off as a day boy to St Paul’s School, which, some forty years on, he would select for his OVERLORD GHQ. In a school already academically distinguished, Bernard

  at first made no great mark; he dawdled and dreamed, and in his own words, ‘did practically no work’. He was more interested in sport, though a report from a rugger coach stated,

  ‘Runs strongly but takes too long to get away.’ It was an observation that would be seized upon by later critics of Monty’s mobility on the field of battle. Undersized and wiry,

  he earned the nickname ‘Monkey’, on which the school magazine dilated:




  

    

      This intelligent animal . . . is vivacious, of unflagging energy, and much feared by the neighbouring animals owing to its unfortunate tendency of trying to pull out the top

      hairs of the head. This it calls ‘tackling’. To foreign fauna it shows no mercy, stamping on their heads and doing many other inconceivable atrocities, with a

      view, no doubt, to proving its patriotism . . .


    


  




  (This last line would doubtless have provoked wry smiles from Dwight D. Eisenhower and Bernard’s American colleagues in distant years to come.)




  Aged fourteen, Bernard won the first of his battles against his mother. To her intense rage he declared that he was going to enter the army, instead of the Church. (Subsequently he claimed that

  he had done it principally to annoy her.) But in his penultimate year at St Paul’s his report warned that, ‘rather backward for his age’, to get into Sandhurst ‘he must give

  more time for work’. According to his devoted youngest brother, Brian, he did, and entered Sandhurst in January 1907, when he was just over nineteen, with not more than satisfactory marks. He

  stood five foot seven inches tall, weighed 138 pounds and had a chest measurement of just thirty-four inches. In addition to the fees, Maud gave him an allowance of nine shillings a week. It was

  far less than any of Bernard’s contemporaries had to spend, and undoubtedly affected his attitude both as a cadet and as a young officer. At the Royal Military College, there occurred an

  episode of which perhaps too much has been made in terms of Monty’s adult character, but which undoubtedly came close to terminating his military career then and there. He was the ringleader

  in setting fire to the shirt-tails of an unpopular fellow cadet – for no better reason than that ‘He was a dweadful chap!’ The unfortunate victim suffered serious and painful

  burns and had to enter hospital. From this youthful prank gone badly wrong, it was subsequently deduced that Monty was a sadist at heart (‘You have a cruel mouth, Monty!’ once declared

  his wife, Betty – but at least partly in jest). He lost his cadet corporal’s stripes and was retarded six months – generally regarded as a serious handicap for a future

  officer’s career. Having lived it down, however, Monty received his commission in July 1908, but suffered a first bitter disappointment when rejected for the Indian Army – on the grounds that his marks were too low. He had opted for service in India, partly to follow in the steps of his grandfather, Sir Robert, but also because promotion and pay (always a

  vital factor with the hard-up young Monty) were that much better.




  Instead he selected the not-very-grand Royal Warwickshire Regiment (because, he said, he liked the cap badge) and was posted off to India anyway, in December 1908. His straitened finances

  immediately set him apart from his fellow officers, in ways that were to mark out his future career. Not for him were polo or racing or the pursuit of women in those carefree peacetime days when

  ‘talking shop’ was strictly taboo in any officers’ mess, and any display of ‘keenness’ the worst of all possible bad form; in any case, knowing only his stern mother

  and his sisters, he considered the pursuit of women a frivolous pastime. Instead, he dedicated himself to mastering his profession. His colleagues were a hard-drinking lot; one major, suffering in

  the early morning, insisted on sitting by himself at a small table, facing the wall and speaking to no one. In his memoirs Monty noted acidly, ‘An expression heard frequently was that

  so-and-so was a “good mixer”. A good mixer was a man who had never been known to refuse a drink . . .’9 Leaving aside Dean Farrar’s

  influence and his natural aversion, Monty could not afford to become a ‘good mixer’. Impressed on his memory was an early oral examination by an outside inquisitor with ‘a face

  like a bottle of port’ whose first question was ‘How many times in each twenty-four hours are the bowels of a mule moved?’; the future Field Marshal duly failed. Such were the

  priorities of an average British line regiment on the eve of its most terrible test. By 1913 Monty was glad to return home, and glad to have failed for the Indian Army.




  In the last remaining months of peace, Monty fell briefly under the influence of the first officer to broaden his understanding of real soldiering and who ‘encouraged my youthful

  ambition’, a Captain Lefroy who had just returned from Staff College. He made the young subaltern think about what was wrong with the British Army; sadly he was killed in

  the war, ‘a great loss to me and to the Army’, wrote Monty, putting first things first.




  When war broke out in August 1914, Monty was a full lieutenant of twenty-six. On mobilization, he recalls, all officers were ordered to take their swords to the armourer to be sharpened;

  meanwhile, an immense German army was marching through Belgium equipped with the latest machine guns and heavy artillery. The Warwickshires found themselves caught up in the famous retreat from

  Mons at the end of August, counter-attacking into the irresistibly advancing Germans at Le Cateau – only a short distance from where Monty’s later adversary, Erwin Rommel, was to make

  his reputation by his famous Panzer breakthrough into France in May 1940. Charging up a hill, Lieutenant Montgomery tripped and fell over his carefully sharpened sword. Under ‘a perfect storm

  of shrapnel fire’, as Bernard described it to his mother, the Warwickshires were dropping ‘like ninepins’ and this fall may well have preserved his life: ‘by the time I had

  picked myself up and rushed after my men I found most of them had been killed . . .’ As he had accurately predicted in one of his earlier letters to his mother, they had gone into battle

  ‘knowing absolutely nothing, not even where the enemy is until we bump against him’. Now a shocking thing happened. Having lost two of his companies in this suicidal charge, the

  commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Elkington, turned and retreated fifteen miles to St Quentin, where he precipitately tried to arrange the surrender of his battalion. Disgraced, he was

  cashiered; later he joined the French Foreign Legion, won both the coveted Médaille Militaire and the Croix de Guerre, was subsequently reinstated in the British Army and was awarded the DSO.

  In the words of Monty’s brother Brian, Le Cateau ‘drove home the British Army’s lack of training for modern war’.




  In the confusion of this ‘most unfortunate day’, Monty was reported missing, just one month after war had begun. However, he was soon writing to his mother that he was alive and

  commanding:




  

    

      my own company now as my major got his leg broken in our first fight; so I ride a horse, as all company commanders are mounted. I have a big beard. I

      have not washed my face or hands for 10 days . . . We get letters in strange situations; I eat the peppermints [sent by his sister Winsome] with a dead man beside me in the trench . . .


    


  




  In October 1914, the Warwickshires found themselves thrown into the grim First Battle of Ypres. The Germans were occupying the nearby small village of Méteren, and Monty’s company

  were detailed off to dislodge them. Today its attack line is cut by the new A25 autoroute to Dunkirk, but the church spire atop a gentle slope, which would have been Monty’s objective, is

  still clearly visible. Within a hundred yards of the village, he was hit by a sniper:




  

    

      the bullet entered at the back which was toward the enemy, and came out in front, having gone through my right lung . . . A soldier from my platoon ran forward and plugged

      the wound with my field service dressing: while doing so, the sniper shot him through the head and he collapsed on top of me . . . I lay there all afternoon; the sniper kept firing at me and I

      received one more bullet in the left knee. The man lying on me took all the bullets and saved my life . . .


    


  




  It was not until nightfall that Monty finally reached a clearing station. By then his condition seemed so hopeless that orderlies had already begun to dig his grave. Had the bullet passed

  through the other lung, it would have pierced his heart too; as it was, it was a wound from which few recovered. However, with his iron will, Monty survived, though the wound was to leave him short

  of breath for the rest of his life. He remained a pipesmoker, and the wound – rather than any Cromwellian objection to the vice – was what, eventually, caused his passionate aversion to

  anyone (even the Supreme Allied Commander, Ike, his boss) smoking in his presence.




  Méteren – once again – almost certainly preserved the young Monty’s life for greater things. On Ypres’ imposing Menin Gate, the names of the

  British Commonwealth fallen go on for ever and ever, outside and beneath the arch and up the stairs; of one British infantry regiment, the Royal Fusiliers, there are the names of thirty-eight young

  second-lieutenants alone, underlining the tragic statistic that in the Great War the life in action of a junior officer was calculated in minutes only. So the probability of Lieutenant Bernard

  Montgomery surviving through to 1918 would have been slight. For his exemplary courage at Méteren, he was awarded the DSO, a high distinction for a junior officer, and – after four

  months’ recuperation – transferred to the staff. In swift order he found himself promoted to brigade major attached to one of the new units of Kitchener’s volunteer army. His

  brigadier he described in his forthright manner as ‘a very nice person but quite useless’ (a phrase that was to become one of the most overworked in his simple vocabulary); ‘and

  it would be true to say that I really ran the Brigade and they all knew’. The ancient Brigadier was nevertheless generous enough to write to Bishop Montgomery, predicting for his son ‘a

  brilliant future in the army’. Returning to Flanders, Monty’s first letters show him still far from being shocked by what he found, at least in terms of staff work: ‘The

  organization of the army out here is quite wonderful.’ But the treatment of the troops made a lasting impression on him: ‘Altogether the conditions for the men living in the trenches

  are very bad. I go out every day round the trenches and posts . . .’




  Monty’s capacity for hard work and his outstanding efficiency as a staff officer swiftly made their mark. His letters to his mother display an astonishing lack of security, revealing to

  her every detail of military activities. When the dreadful day of 1 July 1916 came, his 104th Brigade had the good fortune to be removed from the futile holocaust of the Somme. On that first day,

  Kitchener’s new army lost nearly 20,000 in dead alone. In his later career, Monty was renowned for his determination to avoid unnecessary casualties; however, none of his letters from France

  yet reflect this. He shows himself philosophically acceptive, and not unduly impressed by the dreadful casualties being suffered all around them; perhaps that required a poet, a

  Blunden or a Sassoon. It was only in the aftermath of war that it was to have a most powerful impact on Monty’s thinking. For the immediate future, however, it instilled in him a

  determination that, when opportunity knocked, he would ensure that things were at least better done.




  What chiefly affected him was the wasteful inefficiency with which it was all carried out: ‘It is no exaggeration to say that the majority of officers and men of the 23rd Manchester [one

  of the battalions belonging to his brigade] had but little idea of what they were attacking. The attack completely failed, although the officers and men went forward with great determination . .

  .’ Before Field Marshal Haig, the Commander-in-Chief, called off the murderous Somme offensive in November 1916, after it had achieved no breakthrough, Monty’s 104th Brigade had been in

  the line no less than three times.








  At the beginning of 1917, the year of Passchendaele, Monty was promoted to G-2 (a staff officer, usually a major) of the 33rd Division, then in rapid succession to the key role

  of G-2 Ops of IX Army Corps. This was part of the Second Army commanded by General Sir Herbert Plumer, often regarded as the only British commander on the Western Front to begin to understand its

  lessons. Instead of launching costly general offensives like the Somme and Passchendaele, Plumer concentrated his army on limited attacks against specific and realizable objectives – all

  prepared with meticulous care. He was the first to use the principle of leap-frogging fresh units to replace the first-line attacking troops once these had lost their edge; it was a device Monty

  would employ when he commanded his own army at El Alamein. Plumer was the ‘soldier’s soldier’ par excellence of the First World War, and Monty’s education on his

  staff probably influenced his subsequent thinking more than any other experience on the Western Front. In 1917, a sixty-page training document emanated from the hand of Plumer’s young G-2, the first of many that Monty would draw up in the course of his career. It set the scene for Plumer’s autumn offensive, three separate attacks which by the detailed

  planning, the thorough training and the carefully timed creeping barrage to precede the infantry were models of their time.




  All Plumer’s objectives were achieved, at considerable cost to the enemy and relatively little to the attackers (at least compared with other British – and French –

  initiatives). Regrettably, the successes of Plumer, who was sent off to command in Italy, were squandered by Haig’s obstinate persistence in extending the campaign. In the mud of

  Passchendaele that autumn, over a period of less than three weeks the fine Canadian Corps (with which Monty’s brother Donald was serving) alone lost 12,000 men. Monty, at his most acid, was

  unimpressed. ‘The Canadians are a queer crowd,’ he wrote to his mother, perhaps displaying some insular prejudices that were to reappear a generation later; ‘they seem to think

  they are the best troops in France . . . They forget that the whole art of war is to gain your objective with as little loss as possible . . . They are narrow-minded and lack soldierly

  instincts.’




  March 1918 brought General Ludendorff’s ‘last-gasp’ offensive, which came within inches of cracking the British front, backed by a mass of men and artillery released from the

  collapsed Russian front. Superbly well prepared, Ludendorff’s forces struck in total surprise, accompanied by an unprecedented concentration of shellfire; instead of advancing in those steady

  straight lines that had typified most of Haig’s costly offensives, packets of highly trained stormtroops infiltrated through selected breaches in the British lines, to be followed rapidly by

  a flood of fast-moving infantry, who then outflanked the defenders. Accorded the name ‘expanding torrent’, it was a natural development of Plumer’s experiment of the previous year

  – about which more was to be heard in the inter-war years. For the first time since 1914, the Western Front erupted – disastrously for the Allies – into a war of movement. For a

  few nerve-wracking weeks, it looked as if Ludendorff would accomplish Hitler’s triumph of 1940, by splitting the British and French armies from one another, and pinning

  the British up against the Channel. It fell to Monty’s IX Corps to hold the key Kemmel Ridge, which, had it fallen, would have given Ludendorff the victory he sought. The corps lost an

  appalling 27,000 casualties; one battalion of the Devons was reported ‘exterminated almost to a man’. But the front held; the German tide halted, and turned about – for the last

  time.




  Promoted to lieutenant-colonel at the age of thirty, Monty now found himself in the all-powerful role of chief of staff of a division. His divisional commander, General Gorringe, believed in the

  principle followed by the German Army, whereby the actual implementation of orders was left almost entirely to the Chief of Staff. This arrangement suited Monty admirably; it was here, he said,

  that ‘I learnt the value of the Chief-of-Staff system, which I used so successfully in the Second World War’. In the closing months of the war, from this junior staff officer emanated

  instructions ordering special training sessions, in which all battalion commanding officers were also required to take part – something unheard of in the British lines.




  In October 1918, Monty’s 47th Division took part in the victorious Allied advance as the defeated enemy was rolled back towards Germany. But he noted, with respect, how even in bankruptcy

  the German military machine conducted a most professional fighting retreat, beaten and hungry though it was. Even in those final months of the war, he appreciated that no risks could be taken. The

  47th Division liberated Lille, and, by one of history’s bizarre coincidences, at the Victory Parade there, a gaunt and deadly serious Lieutenant-Colonel Montgomery is photographed standing

  just one pace in front of his future boss, Mr Winston Churchill, currently Minister of Munitions. It was notably closer than he ever got to the Commander-in-Chief, Sir Douglas Haig, on whom (though

  more favoured than most of his contemporaries) he had set eyes only once during the whole war – and then only from a distance. The memory remained within him the rest of his career.

  ‘Any future C-in-C has got to be well known, not only to the soldiers, but to their wives and mothers,’ he would declare as a matter of ritual in the years

  ahead.




  So the war ended for Monty. The flatness and lassitude of peacetime soldiering now recommenced. After all it had suffered, in the British officer corps (for those fortunate enough still to be

  retained by it) there was little enough incentive – indeed rather less than there had been before 1914 – to pursue vigorously the study of military innovations, or the art of killing,

  after so terrible a bloodletting. Lieutenant-Colonel Montgomery, just thirty-one, was at once one of the rare exceptions. Though he fundamentally disapproved of advancement via what was known in

  the Second World War as the ‘old-boy network’, it seems that it was a chance meeting at a tennis party with the ex-CIGS, General Sir ‘Wully’ Robertson, that secured him a

  coveted place at Staff College the year after hostilities ended. There, so the story went, a student in disgrace would be sentenced to sit next to Monty at breakfast for a month, while the Staff

  College magazine of December 1920 queried what weaponry or munitions might be required to stop him ‘babbling at breakfast’. Noting in his memoirs the widespread urge to return to less

  arduous pleasures of pre-war, peacetime soldiering, Monty retails a music-hall joke. ‘If bread is the staff of life, what is the life of the staff?’ Answer: ‘ “One big

  loaf!” There was tremendous applause, in which I joined,’ recorded Monty, but it ‘made me think seriously, and from my own experiences I knew something was wrong’. To him

  the professional army was ‘a life study and few officers seem to realize that’. Of his contemporaries at Staff College, he remarked to his brother Brian, ‘Very few of them were

  any good.’ This kind of Cromwellian dedication and intolerance made him little more popular among his contemporaries than he had been in pre-war regimental life, and he was certainly never at

  ease with them, even at this relatively early stage in his career.




  It was already otherwise, however, with his young subordinates. He enjoyed taking groups of subalterns to visit the French battlefields, and they responded warmly to him as

  an outstanding teacher, even discovering in him (according to Brian Montgomery) an ‘infectious sense of humour’ that was suspected by few of his equals.




  Among the latter, the rare friends of lasting consequence that he did make during his Staff College years included one of the senior instructors, a gunner colonel and fellow Ulsterman called

  Alan Brooke. Already tipped as a potential CIGS, curt in manner and precise to a fault, as critical of the failings of others as was Monty, Brooke at once impressed him by a professionalism that

  was at least equal to his own. His respect for Brooke was to endure throughout the rest of his career, and he was the one officer of whom he constantly walked in awe. Another who made a permanent

  mark was a very different personality, a bon vivant subaltern thirteen years Monty’s junior, whom he met while both were training the Territorial Army. One of his outstanding talents

  was a capacity for never forgetting an officer’s name, or ability, once met and – in the phrase of brother Brian – Freddie de Guingand was to become to Monty in the key years of

  command ahead what the inestimable Berthier was to Napoleon.




  Of a very different hue was Monty’s relationship, stemming from the early 1920s, with that prophet of the unorthodox, thorn in the side of the conventional British military mind –

  Basil Liddell Hart. Invalided out of the army with a lowly rank, Liddell Hart in his writings was busy trying to make sense of the lessons of the recent war and to devise antidotes (the

  ‘Strategy of Indirect Approach’, as it later became known) for the murderous stalemates on the Western Front. Physically, there could hardly have been a more incongruous couple. In

  contrast to Monty’s compact figure, the gangly guru, ‘the Captain’ – eight years his junior and seven inches taller – looked like an emaciated marabout stork. At their

  first encounter, an identity of interests – the shortcomings of the British Army – brought them together. Then fundamental disagreements on first principles (as well as the intense

  vanity and egotism of both men) set them apart for many years until, at the very end of their lives, they became the closest of friends, with Monty (belatedly) praising Liddell

  Hart as Britain’s outstanding military thinker.




  Monty’s earliest correspondence with Liddell Hart, one of the world’s most voluminous letter-writers, was prompted by the Infantry Training Manual, the drafting of which had

  made Liddell Hart’s reputation as a twenty-four-year-old subaltern. In 1930, Monty was appointed to update it; by his proudly unrepentant admission, he arbitrarily scrapped all the other work

  done on it, ‘omitting all the amendments the committee had put forward’. Liddell Hart was infuriated because Monty had expressly made no mention of ‘exploitation’, the theme

  of the ‘expanding torrent’ which had become the essence of Liddell Hart’s thinking on offensive, mobile warfare. In his own memoirs, Liddell Hart claimed this was ‘a

  persisting blind spot’ in Monty’s approach to tactics. (He was in fact quite dismissive of Monty then, referring to him in those memoirs less than half a dozen times; and then to remark

  that ‘he did not show the natural signs of leadership, or a knack of handling men . . .’; that he had once brought his battalion ‘to the verge of mutiny by misjudged

  handling’; that – much more serious – he never properly understood the idea of an armoured breakthrough, supported by infantry, the modern development of the ‘expanding

  torrent’ with which Liddell Hart conceived a future war should be won.) It was of course, alas, in Nazi Germany that the writings of Liddell Hart, true prophet without honour in his own

  country, were first taken seriously, forming the blueprint for the Panzer forces of General Heinz Guderian.




  Liddell Hart’s widow, Kathleen, was always emphatic that the pre-war rift between the ‘Guru’ (who later became special adviser to Hore-Belisha, Secretary for War, as Britain

  entered the Second World War) and the serving soldier was never as sharp as some biographers have made out, but their dispute over the employment of armour was fundamental. Monty, ever the

  infantryman, saw all war as a confrontation between bodies of infantry. Though he appreciated the potential of tanks, he saw them in a largely subsidiary role, punching holes in

  the enemy line for the infantry to move through, then retiring. ‘Tanks are very blind and cannot reconnoitre by themselves,’ he wrote to Liddell Hart. ‘In mobile war they will

  normally move forward by bounds in support of the advancing infantry.’ This philosophy, though modified by the painful lessons of 1940, was to remain fairly consistent in Monty right through

  the desert and Normandy; but it was certainly not how Liddell Hart, ‘Bony’ Fuller or the other apostles, saw modern armoured warfare developing. Nevertheless, devastating a critic as

  Liddell Hart could be, his recognition of Monty in the 1920s carries weight and was to hold good through the years: ‘He was already one of the most thoroughly professional soldiers in the

  army. I was the more impressed because by then I had come to realize, through widening experience, how amateurish most “professional soldiers” still were.’10




  In this context, it is essential never to lose sight of the fact that it was Monty, the serving infantry officer, not the historians and theoreticians, who would have the heavy responsibility,

  ultimately, of putting theory into practice. While they could afford to be radicals, if not revolutionaries, Monty – though always a reformer – was never either. It is an

  important distinction; if in the deeply conventional British Army of the 1920s he had been a revolutionary he would have ended either in a siding or – like the Liddell Harts, Fullers and

  Martels – out of the army altogether. In a letter to Liddell Hart of 1924, he set out his antipathy to teaching the ‘exceptional’, explaining, ‘You will notice that I use

  the word “normal” a great deal. I am a great believer in giving people a “normal” to work on . . .’ In contrast to Liddell Hart’s ‘vision’ of future

  warfare, Monty the pragmatist was committed to making the most secure army possible out of the available human material as presented by the ordinary soldier.








  With two generations of NATO soldiering and mixed headquarters behind them, British army officers of today would find it hard to imagine just how narrow and

  restrictive military life was in the 1920s and 1930s. After 1918, there would have been virtually no contact with foreign contemporaries – least of all Americans. If the Montgomerys and

  Brookes had any conceptions about their American opposite numbers (whom they almost certainly never met), they would hardly have been complimentary. America had come in at the end of the war, when

  most of the hard fighting had been done, had grabbed the laurels of victory, then run off home again, into the comforts of isolationism, abandoning Europe in a worse mess than it had been in

  before. British generals’ ignorance about American military procedure, and thinking, was almost total – factors of some significance when it comes to OVERLORD, 1944. Hunting, polo and

  racing and restrained forays into philandering (for those who could afford any of these) constituted norms of military life, as they had been before 1914. Shop-talk in the mess was no less taboo,

  and discussion about commerce or the arts little less frowned upon. No officer’s conversation, at this time, would have been more restricted than Monty’s; ‘for two months I had to

  sit next to this fellow at dinner’, one of his second-in-commands once complained, ‘and conversation was impossible; he could only talk about the army!’




  For a bachelor already in his mid-thirties, Monty’s conversational dexterity seemed hardly guaranteed to change his status, even if it were not for the deterring shadow of his bullying

  mother. His sister Una recalled, with affection, how ‘absolutely wonderful’ Bernard had been during his precious wartime leaves, telling her, ‘Have a party and I will pay for it

  and look after you . . . I don’t dance, as you know, but I’ll look after you.’ Later he was heard dismissively to declare, ‘I haven’t got time for the preliminary

  reconnaissance.’ Then, suddenly, aged thirty-eight, he fell in love – with a beautiful seventeen-year-old blonde called Betty Anderson. Apart from their great difference in age, this

  first Betty was clearly not seduced by Bernard’s overtures, which consisted, while on holiday at Dinard, of tracing for her in the Brittany sand his ideas on military

  deployment. She liked him; he proposed; she turned him down; he pursued her, in vain, on a skiing holiday to Switzerland; still she said no. But, in the party at Lenk that January of 1926, was a

  second Betty, an army widow called Mrs Carver. Taking a Napoleonic coup d’oeil, Monty switched fronts with commendable dexterity. The following summer, on 27 July 1927, he and Betty

  Carver were married; a year later their only son, David, was born.




  It seems, by all accounts, an instant love-match. The odds were distinctly against it. Here, on the one hand, was a bachelor already set in his ways, prematurely middle-aged, totally wedded to

  his profession, and – through the conflict with his mother – virtually a misogynist; she, on the other hand, was a fun-loving artist with Bohemian tastes, a thirty-nine-year-old widow

  of twelve years’ standing who had been deeply in love with her first husband. Waldo Carver, from a Cheshire cotton family, had joined up at the beginning of the war and had been killed at

  Gallipoli in 1915. Inconsolable, she was left with two small boys – Dick and John – both of whom were to become regular officers. (Betty herself, née Hobart, had a brother

  Patrick, also a regular officer, who was to become an inventive genius in armour with a significant role in Monty’s later career.) Setting up as an artist in a studio in Chiswick, she had

  become close friends with her neighbours, the humorist A. P. Herbert11 and his wife Gwen; through them she developed a wide range of friends among artists

  and writers. Though he was only nine when she died, her son, David Montgomery, was left with ‘a clear recollection of a most affectionate, charming, lovable person’. This was the

  general view of Betty Montgomery; she was warm and outgoing, instantly attracting everyone she met. What she saw in Monty may seem hard to judge, except that, with his instinctive affinity for the

  young, he was at once a hit with the young Carver boys, making their skiing holiday fun and generally ‘organizing’ them, in a manner which, though bossy and

  pronouncedly military, neither they nor their mother minded. (In fact, as Betty was to explain to a friend, after years of fending for herself as a naturally disorganized person she rather welcomed

  the way Monty took over – even the bossy daily ‘orders’ with which he would encompass her life.) She was grateful for the protective net he cast around her, which enabled her to

  get on with her painting (at which she was not unskilled) in tranquillity.




  In this most unlikely union, ‘a new world began to develop in front of Bernard’, his brother Brian tells us: ‘a world of people for whom the armed forces counted little, if at

  all, and yet were clearly intelligent, hard working and highly talented. The memory of this was to stand him in good stead in the years ahead.’12 With

  mock displeasure he would complain of Eric Kennington, the war artist famed for his masterly drawings of T. E. Lawrence, ‘Dweadful fella! Eats peas off his knife,’ but clearly he

  enjoyed – and was enriched by – la vie bohème that Betty brought into his life. She took him to the Italian Riviera, introducing him to the delights of picnics and bathing

  parties, which he would previously have written off as ‘idle pursuits’. More than just bringing a degree of frivolity into his austere life, she showed him qualities of friendship,

  affection, support and even of deep love which his unhappy childhood had led him to believe no woman could provide. In the passage in which he himself describes their marriage in his memoirs, brief

  but heartrending in its understatement, he says, ‘A time of great happiness then began; it had never before seemed possible that such love and affection could exist. We went everywhere, and

  did everything, together.’




  The softening effects were not immediately apparent. Still only a lieutenant-colonel, fifteen years after he had held the rank in the war, he was at last given command of a battalion of the

  Warwickshires and sent to Poona – which was well nicknamed the ‘Sloth Belt’ of India. It was the worst imaginable fate for a keen soldier. His general, Sir

  George (or ‘Ma’) Jeffreys, was by legend the most ‘regimental’ officer in the Brigade of Guards, who had brought his Grenadiers out of the retreat from Mons almost without

  loss and in parade-ground order. But he had little interest in any form of training for modern warfare, while hours spent drilling on the parade ground were total anathema to Monty. The story,

  probably only marginally apocryphal, is told of this time how Monty, when informed by the redoubtable ‘Ma’ Jeffreys that his horse was seven paces too far to the left on parade, simply

  turned round and ordered the whole battalion of 800 men to move seven paces to the right. Probably only his early reappointment to be chief instructor at the Quetta Staff College saved Monty from a

  collision that might well have proved disastrous to his career. Despite Monty’s ill-disguised contempt for him, ‘Ma’ Jeffreys, nothing if not fair, gave him a favourable report,

  but with the friendly caution: ‘(and this is meant for advice, not adverse criticism), to bear in mind the frailties of average human nature, and remember that most others have neither

  the same energy nor the same ability as himself . . .’ But the interlude was to leave Monty with at best an ambivalent attitude towards elitist units like he Brigade of Guards, or the

  ‘Cavalry amateurs’.








  Brian Montgomery reckoned that the three years, 1934–7, that his brother spent at Quetta ‘were among the happiest times of his life’ – despite the

  terrible earthquake which devastated the town, leaving 30,000 dead buried under the ruins, and which enforced one of Monty’s only two separations from Betty. It was also, he thought, possibly

  his most fruitful period professionally between the two wars. Monty thought deeply about the role of leadership at this time, reading extensively on the lives of great commanders, notably

  Wellington. His tactical concept of war matured; in the words of his biographer, Nigel Hamilton, it was ‘not spectacular for its novel ideas, but for its unity of conception and the absolute

  clarity’ with which he put it over. And so it would remain. That unquenchable self-confidence in his own star was in no way diminished. On separate occasions, he was

  recorded as anticipating that he would end as CIGS, and – convinced of the inevitability of war – that he would personally lead a victorious British Army into Berlin. Only the latter

  was to be denied him. At the same time, the softening influence of Betty made him noticeably a more amenable colleague, and more popular than ever among his students. On her side, Betty, with her

  small son, enjoyed life in Quetta to the full, as well as being an excellent ‘Colonel’s Lady’. On one occasion, after she had danced all night (of course, without Monty), a solemn

  servant brought in her earrings the following morning on a silver platter. Monty, the adored and adoring husband with no cause for jealousy, was only amused – perhaps a little charmed –

  by her distractedness.




  In May 1937, the Montgomerys returned home. The shadows were closing in; Hitler had reoccupied the Rhineland and was about to move on Austria. Monty, to his delight, promoted, was to be given

  command of the 9th Infantry Brigade in Portsmouth. That August he was on Salisbury Plain, conducting as a new brigade commander exercises that were the most important in his career to date. He was

  trying out the notions he had recently developed in his article on the ‘Encounter Battle’. ‘We have got to develop new methods, and learn a new technique,’ he insisted.

  ‘If he [the commander] has no plan, he will find that he is being made to conform gradually to the enemy’s plan.’ Highly relevant to his own handling of far larger formations in

  the coming war was his emphasis that the commander had to have his headquarters ‘well forward – he will then gain the earliest possible information . . . and issue orders to

  subordinates before their units arrive . . .’ The accent of the exercise, like almost all British army strategy since Marlborough, was naturally enough on the defensive, not offensive. In the

  course of the manoeuvres, Monty’s newly appointed brigade major, Frank Simpson (nicknamed ‘Simbo’, another pre-war acquaintance who, ‘picked up’ by Monty subsequently,

  would play a most important part in his career in north-west Europe), records the Brigadier’s stunned rage at the performance of a Yeomanry colonel. When told by a

  subaltern that he was being ‘fired on’ by a machine gun and therefore couldn’t advance, the Colonel ‘bellowed with rage and said: “Damn it, boy, you have a horse, go

  and catch the bloody gun!” ’ To ‘Simbo’ Monty declared, ‘these people didn’t understand war’. It was yet another mark against the ‘cavalry

  amateurs’ noted down in Monty’s elephantine memory.




  Despite the war clouds, his married life with Betty seemed at a zenith. Then suddenly, out of the bluest of blue skies, tragedy struck. In the light of modern standards of medicine, what

  happened seems almost inconceivable. Betty had returned from India suffering from mild laryngitis; they had two months’ leave, touring the Lake District, when Bernard noted that she

  ‘seemed to be weaker than formerly and easily got tired’, but was ‘always cheerful and happy’. She then took nine-year-old David to the seaside, to Burnham-on-Sea. There,

  according to Monty’s account, Betty ‘was stung on the foot by some insect; she could not say what sort of insect it was, and this was never known. That night her leg began to swell and

  became painful; a doctor was called and he put her at once into the local Cottage hospital, and sent for me.’13




  For what ensued, Monty has been open to censure. While he was away on his brigade manoeuvres, Betty’s condition was rapidly worsening. With hindsight, it might be argued that Monty should

  have dropped everything to be at her side, or have had her moved to a hospital better qualified to cope with her exceptional malady. But his mind was totally on what was happening on Salisbury

  Plain – not solely on account of its importance, selfishly, to his own career, but also with his awareness of how close war now was. Equally, it is doubtful whether he (or anyone else)

  realized the gravity of her condition. In September, one of the few who came to see Betty regularly with little David was Jocelyn, the twenty-one-year-old fiancée of John

  Carver. Jocelyn recalled her lying ‘in great pain’:




  

    

      her trouble was not properly diagnosed by the very limited staff. I think there was only one visiting doctor, and I only saw the matron . . . Monty did come to see his wife

      but he did not visit us until it was time to take David back to school. At the beginning he told me not to contact anyone about Betty’s illness; of course I was in touch with my parents

      but I didn’t know anyone else in the rest of the family at the time. I did wonder why no one got in touch; Betty was so lonely and Monty was totally involved with his new command . . .

      Even I knew that she was extremely ill and needed a specialist, but I didn’t even write to John about it because there was nothing he could do, and I suppose Monty felt the same.14


    


  




  It was a gigantic responsibility for a young girl, still not even a member of the family. After David went back to school, Betty’s cousin, Katie Hobart, rushed over from

  Ireland, deeply concerned, to take over. On 9 October, she wrote to the Carver sons:




  

    

      There is no straightforward progress – it’s a very up and down business, and though today she is ever so much better – and she has been since Monday

      – she is still not as well as she was a week ago . . . I think it is really the poison in her system . . . also the different serum injections which she gets have strange effects . . .

      She has very severe pain in the good leg and one elbow . . .




      Poor Monty. His cut and dried plans miscarry. He had ‘timetabled’ that she was to be moved to Portsmouth last week, then it was to be today; I am quite certain she would not be

      fit for this, and the doctors forbade it. Monty, I feel, has still to learn that in serious illness things do not work out according to plan like ordering an advance at dawn!15


    


  




  On the 15th, six days later, Katie was writing to Jocelyn:




  

    

      I am terribly sorry to say that poor Betty is much worse; her lungs are now affected by the poisoning and she has great difficulty in breathing. She became so bad that night

      that the doctor sent for Bernard, who arrived yesterday . . . I am sorry to give such depressing news but things are very serious at present . . .


    


  




  In an attempt to arrest the spread of the inexplicable blood poisoning through her system, Betty’s leg was amputated. Monty began to prepare Ravelin House, the new army

  quarters at Portsmouth, for an invalid. But it was clear she was dying of septicaemia. On 19 October 1937, she died in his arms as he read the Twenty-third Psalm to her. As her life had ebbed away,

  the actions of Monty, totally distraught, became unnaturally obsessive to the point of derangement. He refused to let the Carver sons fly home from India and would not allow David to come to the

  hospital in his mother’s last days or to attend the funeral. Many years later, he explained in his memoirs, ‘. . . I could not bring myself to let him see her suffering. He was only

  nine years old and was happy at school; after the funeral I went to his school and told him myself. Perhaps I was wrong, but I did what I thought was right.’ It was ever his fall-back

  position, but in his sequestration of David now it was almost as if he blamed himself for her death – who can ever know? When his sister Winsome offered to take David immediately into her

  home, he replied, ‘No thank you very much; I’ll look after him myself.’ Later, in the warm friendship of old age, Basil Liddell Hart once referred to Betty in a manner that might

  have seemed mildly critical of his treatment of her; Monty turned in icy rage and said, ‘Never mention her name again.’




  There now began for young David, motherless only child with a father henceforth wedded only to his profession, and moving constantly from army post to army post, a childhood as grim as any out

  of the Victorian era. He never complained. On the bonus side, the bereavement marked the beginning of an enormous affection for Jocelyn, shortly to marry John Carver, ‘as she was with me at a very crucial time of my life’. That first Christmas, alone with his inconsolable father he remembered always as particularly ‘dreadful’, even though he

  was bought a new train set. ‘There was a frightful atmosphere of gloom,’ Jocelyn recalled. Monty would let none of the rest of the family anywhere near him. Many of his army colleagues

  put out helping hands; among the few whose hand he accepted was his brigade major, ‘Simbo’ Simpson, who had efficiently carried on the Salisbury Plain exercises during the times Monty

  was away at Betty’s side and who ‘now proved his worth’, wrote Brian Montgomery, ‘as a friend and counsellor also’. He was ‘a tower of strength’, recorded

  Monty himself. But Monty was knocked sideways. To Dick Carver in India, in one of those rare letters in which he opened his heart, he wrote:




  

    

      But, oh Dick, it is hard to bear and I am afraid I break into tears whenever I think of her. But I must try to bear up. I have come back alone to this big empty house for

      good now. And I get desperately lonely and sad. I suppose in time I shall get over it, but at present it seems that I never shall.


    


  




  For days he remained alone in Ravelin House, and would see no one. ‘I was utterly defeated,’ he wrote in his memoirs:




  

    

      I began to search my mind for anything I had done wrong, that I should have been dealt such a shattering blow. I could not understand it; my soul cried out in anguish

      against this apparent injustice. I seemed to be surrounded by utter darkness; all the spirit was knocked out of me. I had no one to love except David and he was away at school.


    


  




  As far as this study is concerned, the important question one has to ask is: to what extent did this ‘shattering blow’ affect Monty’s future career? History has many examples

  of great leaders forged by reverses in their private lives, by imprisonment or by bereavement, by the frustration of long years in the political wilderness (like Winston Churchill and Charles de

  Gaulle), or by the infidelity of a wife (like Harold Macmillan). The question may properly be asked: had he not lost so tragically the one person who had given him what he had

  always been denied by his repoussante mother – total love and belief in his own ability – would Monty still have ended up the indomitable general, the self-assured victor of

  Alamein and Normandy? Many of those who were closest to him challenge this hypothesis, insisting that his great professionalism would still have carried him through to the top; David Montgomery

  believes that he would have been subject to ‘fewer ego trips, but otherwise the same’. But there is no doubt that, whether or not it sharpened his professional edge, the death of Betty

  left him emotionally impoverished. As it was, he returned to being much the same person that he had been before Betty – the self-contained solitary, awkward and unclubbable with his

  contemporaries. And here one detects the seeds of future conflict with his peers, most particularly with the clubbable Eisenhower, that were to have such baneful consequences in the coming war.

  With Betty still there to tease him and mollify him, can one not guess that he would have been a much less intractable colleague, less susceptible to that abrasive arrogance and intolerable

  intolerance which so clung to and muddied his reputation?




  What is indisputable is that, in the words of brother Brian, he ‘remarried his profession’. He was now a junior brigadier of fifty, an age at which, in Britain’s post-1945

  army, he would have had the prospect of imminent retirement. But, once he had got over his immediate grief, Monty threw himself into soldiering with a kind of frenzied dedication that those who

  suffered from it considered almost akin to madness. (One is, however, reminded of King George II’s remark to similar detractors of James Wolfe of Quebec fame: ‘Mad, is he? Then I hope

  he will bite some of my other generals!’) Sane to a fault in one respect, though, he was motivated by an acute sense of just how little time there was. Germany, urged on by the

  maniacal Hitler to seek revenge for the humiliation of 1918, was forging the most lethal offensive apparatus in the history of war, utilizing and adapting the teachings of Liddell Hart to produce

  the new concept of the Blitzkrieg.




  Meanwhile, the British Army went on its way, concentrating on the priorities of Imperial defence, concerning itself only tardily with the prospects of fighting a European war

  once again – with the exception of a few voices in the wilderness, like those of Monty and Brooke, crying out for reform. Studying intelligence reports about current Wehrmacht training, Monty

  began to press his battalion commanding officers to train up their junior officers to take over larger units, even the battalion, in the event of heavy casualties. (Yet, one has to remind oneself

  again, he was essentially ever the reformer, not a radical or a revolutionary, and stopped short of German techniques of training up senior NCOs for such responsibilities; this even a Monty

  would have regarded in the 1930s as striking too deeply at the heart of the British Army’s long-established caste system.)




  In the summer of 1938, the last before the war, Brigadier Montgomery found himself down on Slapton Sands, in charge of the first joint-services amphibious operation since disastrous Gallipoli in

  1915. What would have happened to this modest forerunner of OVERLORD, six years later, in the teeth of a defending Wehrmacht appals the imagination. Only one ‘so-called landing craft’

  could be dug out for the exercise; for the rest, the troops landed in open rowing boats as they had done for the previous 200 years. But Monty’s staff-work was impeccable; so was his detailed

  report at the end, though his naval opposite number in his commentary remarked acidly, ‘This is not a report but a hymn of self-praise.’ General Archibald Wavell, the general in charge

  of the exercise and not a man easily piqued, was evidently put out by one caustic shaft by Monty. An officer of the Scottish Black Watch, Wavell had enquired innocently about the disadvantages of

  the kilt in the event of contamination by a gas attack, to which Monty had retorted, ‘I understand that the best Scotchmen do not wear drawers under the kilt; the result, therefore, might be

  very unpleasant.’




  Nevertheless Wavell, who in just two years’ time was to become one of Monty’s unhappy predecessors in the Western Desert, wrote him a glowing report: ‘one

  of the clearest brains we have in the higher ranks, an excellent trainer of troops . . .’ There followed the invariable caveat, though masterly in its understatement: ‘He has some of

  the defects of the enthusiast, in an occasional impatience and intolerance when things cannot be done as quickly as he would like or when he meets brains less quick and clear than his own . .

  .’ It was on the basis of Wavell’s recommendation that Monty was now appointed to take command of the 8th Division in strife-torn Palestine (then a British mandatory territory), to be

  followed – when the post became vacant, foreseeably in the near future – with that of the 3rd Division back in England. This was promotion, and a major breakthrough; in the event of

  war, the 3rd Division, an elite regular unit, would form part of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) to be sent at once to France.




  Before Monty embarked for Palestine, however, there took place in Portsmouth an episode which, parochial in itself, was typical of Monty’s high-handedness, and came close to wrecking his

  career, now at last so clearly in the ascendant. To raise cash for his brigade’s married families’ welfare fund, off his own bat Monty rented the garrison football field to Portsmouth

  City Council for a fair. It was government property, and the Brigadier had sought no one’s approval; the War Office was furious and demanded repayment of the money. Monty replied that it had

  already been spent. Fortunately he was able to show, naturally, that not a penny had gone into the coffers of the officers’ mess or into his own pocket. It was nevertheless an irregularity

  for which lesser officers had been asked to leave the service, and momentarily his career hung in the balance – ‘dicky on the perch’, as he put it.
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