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  He who never leaves anything to chance will


  do few things ill, but he will do few things.




   




  MARQUIS OF HALIFAX




   




   




  No human activity is so continuously


  or universally bound up with chance.




   




  KARL VON CLAUSEWITZ, On War
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                By which he reigns: next him high arbiter
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  JOHN MILTON




  Those of us who have been privileged to take part in a full-scale battle will probably agree with Milton. During the battle’s conduct we will have been conscious that

  chaos reigned and that chance played a goodly part in the game. All the clear, precise orders which we have received from our immediately superior commanders and which we have passed on in

  appropriately modified form to our immediate subordinates will have gone for nothing. We have discovered all too soon what von Moltke1 meant when he

  declared that no plan survives contact with the enemy. The point was admirably made by Michael Carver2 in his account of El Alamein when he recalled that

  to the soldiers taking part, whether infantrymen, tank crews, sappers clearing mines, or gunners, the whole affair ‘seemed a chaotic and ghastly muddle’.3 Nobody seemed to know what others were doing or even where they were. There was always someone firing at something or being fired at, but who and what and why were mysteries.

  Trying to find out got you nowhere, so that ‘in the end one . . . went one’s own sweet way, hardening one’s heart to the inconvenience, annoyance or anger it might cause to

  somebody else’.4 Fred Majdalany5 who, like Carver, knew all about war at the sharp end, is equally at

  home in showing how different are the expectations and realities of battle when he records his reactions to reports of the bitter fight for Cassino. He maintains that an

  official despatch would be almost unrecognizable to the soldier who had taken part in an operation as an accurate description of what had happened to him. He discovers that the day when his company

  spent hours hanging about in reserve without any idea of what was happening, he was being poured in as a reinforcement. Similarly, the tank crewman finds that on that unhappy morning when all but

  two tanks of his squadron were knocked out, he was part of a great armoured breakthrough.




  The El Alamein battle lasted for twelve days, Cassino for more than four months. Both have been described as decisive. What did they decide?




  The battle of El Alamein brought about the retirement of Rommel’s Panzerarmee. It enabled Churchill to ring the church bells for what was essentially a British victory. It confirmed

  Montgomery’s mastery of a battle of attrition. It gave new hope and spirit to the British people and their soldiers. Together with the Allied landings in North-west Africa which followed hard

  upon it, it made possible the defeat of all Axis forces in North Africa and the establishment of Allied control of the Mediterranean. It was a stepping-stone to ultimate victory, the first of a

  series of battles which slowly but surely brought the war to the gates, and then to the heart of Germany. Compared in purely numerical terms with what was happening at Stalingrad, El Alamein was

  puny. But for the British it was all-important. It was the turning-point of their fortunes, the redemption of all that Churchill had been striving for, and from that time forth, as the Prime

  Minister subsequently recorded, victory was to be the order of the day. We will take a longer look at El Alamein in Chapter 8, and see in particular how chance played its part in the battle, but

  for now we may record what Nigel Hamilton in his new biography of Montgomery had to say about it:




  Alamein was crucial to the morale of the free world. No one who lived in Britain, the Commonwealth or even the occupied countries of Europe would ever forget the moment when

  the news of Rommel’s defeat came through. From civilians in factories to resistance workers in Occupied Europe, the sense of a change in the fortunes of democracy was palpable. Alamein thus

  became a symbol for the free world, and the enslaved world, as much as a military achievement in its own right: a symbol of Allied determination and combined effort in defeating

  the Nazis.6




   




  In this respect El Alamein has been properly described as a decisive battle. Can this also be said of Cassino? Not in the same sense, for the taking of Cassino did not lead to any instant

  strategic success. Even the subsequent fall of Rome was overshadowed by the invasion of Normandy two days later, and indeed the Italian campaign dragged on for almost another year. Yet, like

  Alamein, as a symbol Cassino was decisive. ‘So costly in human life and suffering,’ wrote Majdalany, ‘it was in the end little more than a victory of the human spirit: an

  elegy for the common soldier: a memorial to the definitive horror of war and the curiously perverse paradoxical nobility of battle.’7 We will take a

  further look at Cassino, too, when we consider the battle for Rome, which showed how General Mark Clark’s eye on the main chance frustrated Alexander’s opportunity to destroy the German

  10th Army after the breakout from Anzio.




  What determines the outcome of a battle? The influences are almost too numerous to catalogue. The cause, political stakes, time, terrain, numerical odds, weapons, weather, intelligence, courage

  and calibre of soldier, skill, resolution, health, even whim of commander, clarity of direction, opportunities seized or forgone, tactics, administrative resources and their use, morale – all

  these play their part. But there is also chance. And chance is a thing of many parts. ‘We have ninety chances in our favour and not ten against,’ the Emperor Napoleon confidently

  declared at 8 a.m. on 18 June 1815 while breakfasting with Soult and others of his staff at Le Caillou. But he was about to throw away many of the chances in his favour. Some years before Napoleon

  had said, ‘Give me lucky generals,’ yet his choice of generals for his last battle was about as unlucky as it could have been. Later in Chapter 3, we will see how this came about.




  Thus one aspect of chance is that of opportunity, a tide in the affairs of men, which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune. Neglect it, and everything goes wrong. At Salamanca in July 1812

  Wellington was quick to see when Marmont had over-extended his army, seized his opportunity and triumphed. Lord Cardigan, on the other hand, when presented with the chance of a

  lifetime to exploit the Heavy Brigade’s success at Balaklava, sat on his horse and did nothing. Had he acted, as he was being urged to do by his subordinates, not only would he have brought

  off a great coup, but the ill-fated charge of his Light Brigade would not have taken place, thus robbing us of a glorious page in military history and a memorable poem by Alfred, Lord

  Tennyson. Closely allied to opportunity is the business of taking a chance, a risk, as James Wolfe did in scaling the Heights of Abraham and shattering Montcalm’s army; or Napoleon in his

  bold, brilliant style at Austerlitz, risking all by storming the Austro-Russian centre and gaining a crushing victory.




  Then there is a third sort of chance. The hand of fate or fortune may be thought of as divorced from human design or endeavour.8 ‘If chance will

  have me king, why chance may crown me, Without my stir,’ mused Macbeth. We may detect chance of this sort in the random arrow which struck King Harold at the battle of Hastings or in the

  violent thunderstorms on the night of 17/18 June 1815 which so fatally delayed Napoleon’s attack at Waterloo. All these interpretations of chance are relevant to our theme, and if chance

  could play such a leading part in a relatively minor engagement like Salamanca, how much more significant would its influence be when the stakes were really high, when the battle was truly

  decisive?




  This brings us back to the question: what do we really mean by a decisive battle? We have seen that El Alamein was decisive, not because it brought the campaign to an end, still less finished

  off the German army, but rather because it brought cheer to the 8th Army, signalled a stop to the depressing round of setbacks suffered by British arms, gave a great boost to the nation’s

  morale and seemed to vindicate the strategy which Churchill and his advisers had been pursuing for so long. But it is clear that there are degrees of decisiveness, for the effects of El Alamein,

  momentous though they were, could not be compared with those of, say, Waterloo, which concluded a war, put paid once and for all to the adventures and ambitions of Napoleon Bonaparte, and ushered

  in a new era of peace and, for some, prosperity. In considering therefore how chance and other circumstances played their part in determining the outcome of battles, we must include not only those which brought campaigns to a conclusion, but those too which contributed to ultimate victory – or defeat. Otherwise we would exclude such crucial encounters

  as Plassey, Saratoga, Quebec, Trafalgar, Dunkirk, Moscow and Normandy.




  Any account of battles such as these is likely to contain some reference to decisive moments or events when the balance between victory and defeat shifted or even when the outcome of the

  engagement was actually determined. Sometimes such moments amounted to a single shortlived action performed in the heat of battle. When asked, for example, to pin-point the crucial moment of the

  Waterloo affair, Wellington, always one for the laconic comment, replied that it was the closing of the gates at Hougoumont. Such over-simplification and taste for terseness tend to obscure the

  truth that most decisive battles have several decisive moments, and that some of these have little to do with design or calculation, but are the result of chance. At other times decision springs

  not from a single blow or manoeuvre of short duration, but rather from careful deliberation and discussion. We may see an instance of this in the choice of thrust-line for the breakout at Alamein,

  which provoked much dissent and delay. The axis of attack eventually chosen was not that originally favoured by Montgomery, but was recommended by General McCreery, Alexander’s Chief of

  Staff, strongly supported by Brigadier Williams, head of Intelligence. Even Montgomery, never lavish with praise for others, remarked that the change of thrust-line proved most fortunate.




  Decision may be thought of by some as the prerogative of commanders in the field, but all too often history will show us that it has been indecision that has played a major role in

  settling the issue between two opposing forces. We need think only of Grouchy’s indecisiveness on 18 June 1815 when the main action was at its height and when his proper course –

  forcibly pointed out to him by those under his command – would have been to march to the sound of the guns. Had he done so, his intervention could have turned the scales in Napoleon’s

  favour. Another example is the ludicrous inactivity and dithering of Elphinstone when commanding the British forces at Kabul in 1841/2, leading to the disastrous retreat during which he succeeded

  in arranging for the destruction of his entire army, with the exception of one man. A glance at Lord Raglan, commanding the British army in the Crimea in 1854, shows us that

  indecision at the battle of Alma, when an immediate pursuit of the defeated Russians would have resulted in the capture of Sebastopol and arguably the end of the Crimean War, led instead to a

  prolonged and bloody campaign, whose principal benefit was to compel reform of the hopelessly outdated and inefficient military system. And when, to bring us up to wars within our own lifetime and

  memory, we recall Hitler not deciding to order his Panzer Divisions to press on against the British Expeditionary Force on 24 May 1940, thus allowing 337,000 British and French soldiers to escape

  via the beaches of Dunkirk, we can only wonder. For although Churchill made it clear that wars were not won by evacuations, he also pointed out that these evacuated soldiers were ‘the nucleus

  and structure upon which alone Britain could build her armies of the future’.9




  When we contemplate how chance or mischance, luck or ill-luck, decision or indecision, seizure of opportunity or its neglect determine the course of history, we may perhaps be forgiven if we

  wonder too how battles might have been lost or won had the dice fallen somewhat differently, had another man been chosen to command, had the orders been more precisely worded, had the terrain been

  more carefully reconnoitred, and what then might have been the effect of such a change in fortune. The ‘Ifs’ of history may be what has been called ‘an idle parlour game’,

  but they are, like many other entertainments, of gratifying interest. Before examining in some detail how chance and luck profoundly influenced a few crucial engagements during our struggles again

  Napoleon and Hitler, let us glance at some other affairs which shaped this country’s history and in which fortune took a hand.




  If ever a man were favoured by chance, that man was William, Duke of Normandy. It was chance that delivered Harold, Earl of Wessex, to the Norman Court in 1064, for had it not been for perverse

  winds Harold would not have been driven on to the French coast. It was guile, rather than chance, however, which enabled William to persuade Harold to renounce his designs on the crown of England.

  William, convinced of his own right to the succession,10 was well aware of Harold’s powerful position under the English

  sovereign, Edward the Confessor, and realized too how easily this position might be converted into sovereignty. With Harold in his power and dependent on his goodwill for return to England, William

  was therefore well placed to make a pact, reinforced by solemn oath, whereby he would become King of England, while Harold would have to rest content with the assurance of continuing to enjoy the

  splendid Earldom of Wessex. We may imagine the fury which consumed William when at the beginning of that fateful year, 1066, he was greeted with the news that Edward had on his deathbed recommended

  Harold as his successor. Hence William’s decision to take by force what had been denied him by broken pledge. The business of descending on England was always going to be chancy, but he set

  about minimizing the risks in a business-like manner.




  Halifax11 made a good point when he suggested that a man must take some chances if he is to achieve anything,12 and William of Normandy was well aware of it. The mere idea of invading England across the Channel was in itself a major strategic gamble. William therefore took every step he

  could to reduce the odds against him, both diplomatically and militarily. He was fully alive to the value of propaganda and sought to advertise the fairness of his claim to the English throne

  throughout the courts and ecclesiastical authorities of Christendom. Even more to the purpose, his martial preparations were thorough, both in the mustering and construction of shipping and the

  gathering of an army of mercenary soldiers together with the scions of Norman chivalry. A band of well-trained adventurers eager for plunder, which would moreover be attuned to the demands of a

  lengthy campaign, would be more fitting for his bold enterprise than those subject to feudal levy with a limited period of service.




  How large was the expeditionary force that William put together at the Dives estuary in the summer of 1066? Numbers would have been restricted by shipping space, and according to the historian

  J. A. Williamson, the ports in Norman waters were not dissimilar to our own Cinque Ports, ‘able to produce 57 ships between them for the King’s service’.13 Given this restriction, Williamson is inclined to believe that the Norman army was some 4,000 to 12,000 strong, and he suggests that the lower figure

  is the more likely one. William then had another stroke of luck, for while he was preparing his own expedition, Harold’s brother, Tostig, an adventurer and a rival, with the aid of

  Norway’s king, Harold Hardraada, invaded England at the end of August, landing in the Humber.




  It is never a sound or sensible strategy to fight a war on two fronts, but this is precisely what Harold of England was required to do. He was fortunate in not having to face two invasions at

  the same moment, and indeed there was much to be said for the inherent strength of his defending forces. An invading army was bound to be limited in size because of the sheer difficulty of

  transporting it across the sea, and even though the defending army might itself be limited by the administrative problems of supplying large numbers of soldiers concentrated in one place, the home

  team could be reinforced, whereas for the invaders, losing the first encounter would mean losing the entire venture. It was in this manner that Tostig and Hardraada failed, for although they won

  their first battle against the northern Earls near York, Harold roundly defeated them at Stamford Bridge, killing the two leaders and their most valued followers. It was the speed with which Harold

  acted that had overwhelmed the Norse invasion before the initial landing could be reinforced. But Harold’s good fortune was to be shortlived, for no sooner had he repelled the Norsemen, while

  he was still in Yorkshire, than he heard the news that at the end of September William of Normandy had landed on the shore of Pevensey Bay in Sussex.




  Harold did not hesitate. Riding with all haste to London, accompanied only by his personal guard and having ordered the rest of his army to follow, he gathered together what forces he could and

  posted south to take up a position on what has long been known as Battle Hill. His army numbered perhaps four or five thousand, although there is no reliable record of it. It is enough to suppose

  that Harold was able to muster a total not dissimilar to the Normans. William in his turn had drawn up his men on Telham Hill opposite his enemy; aware that whereas Harold might expect to be

  reinforced while he himself could not, he determined to attack, and did so on the morning of 14 October. The battle was not an orderly affair of controlled manoeuvre and

  fire-power. It consisted rather of a series of Norman assaults on the Saxon position, assaults which were readily repulsed. It was towards evening that the Norman effort seemed to be weakening and

  many of Harold’s men, believing that the day was theirs, rushed forward in pursuit. This was their undoing, for while Harold’s army used horses for getting about, they did not fight

  mounted; William’s force included armed horsemen, who rapidly disposed of the advancing Saxons. Yet the battle was still undecided until dusk, when William was presented with the most

  fortunate chance of all. A falling arrow struck Harold through the eye. It had not been aimed at him, but the result was decisive. Not only Harold was killed, but his two brothers with him. No one

  remained to rally what other Saxon forces might have been raised. The following day William found that he was King of England.




  But for this chance how different might England’s history have been. ‘Had some nameless bowman’s arrow flown three inches wide,’ wrote Williamson, ‘Harold’s

  statue might stand by Alfred’s as that of another hero-king who saved the nation from disaster.’14 The idea that we would have had no

  Plantagenets, no Hundred Years War or Wars of the Roses – what would Shakespeare have used for historical material? – no Virgin Queen and thus no Stuarts, no Civil War leading to the

  Glorious Revolution and the establishment of a governmental system which has more or less survived to this day, hardly bears thinking of. Mention of the Stuarts and the Civil War, however, brings

  us face to face with another great If of battle.




  No two kings of England, indeed no two men, could have been more dissimilar in their purposes, abilities, inclinations or characteristics than James II and William III. James wanted absolute

  authority in his kingdom, not only for its own sake but in order to promote the cause of Catholicism; William wanted to employ England’s economic and military resources to pursue his struggle

  against the power and ambitions of Louis XIV. James had shown himself to be a competent manager of navies; William had proved himself to be a perseverant deployer of armies. James relished the

  embraces of women; William preferred the company of men. For James religion was everything; William could take it or leave it. James was thoroughly English; William was first

  and foremost an Orangeman. The two men faced each other but once on the battlefield, and the outcome of the contest was to have a profound effect on the future of both England and Ireland.




  No controversy concerning the profession of arms raged more furiously in English counsels at the time of the Stuarts than that of whether or not there should be a standing army. Our good fortune

  in being an island made it possible to ignore the existence of great standing armies elsewhere in Europe, for while the English navy remained in being, these armies posed no threat to England. And

  since the power of the purse remained in the hands of Parliament, it would not be possible without Parliament’s sanction for the sovereign to raise great standing armies at home, which would

  assuredly pose a threat to England. Only taxation would provide the king with a regular army and only Parliament could provide taxation. The Tudors had been wise enough to recognize this

  restriction in their power. The Stuarts’ refusal to do so led to their undoing. The great irony of this country’s military development was that when the time came to acknowledge that

  the practice of war was a distinct and separate calling, with all the social and political consequences which this entailed, it was not for the confusion of a foreign foe, but for the punishment of

  an English king.




  Other kings had been content, or at least constrained, to rely on the militia. The militia, however, was not enough for Charles I, nor for his faithful minister, Thomas Wentworth, Earl of

  Strafford. To make Charles as absolute a monarch as possible, Strafford devised his scheme known as Thorough. It depended on realizing what had eluded so many former monarchs: there was one thing,

  and one thing only, which would enable Charles to rule as he wanted to do – a standing army. All Strafford’s attempts to raise one failed, however, and Charles failed too. It was left

  to Parliament to form and raise the New Model Army, which in Cromwell’s hands arranged for the submission first of the Cavaliers and then of Parliament itself. In the end the army overreached

  itself, and despite its success in putting down all the opposing forces in Europe, once the English had felt the hand of military tyranny, they expressed their disapproval by a series of insurrections, easily suppressed by the iron hand of Cromwell. Yet paradoxically, having rid England of one Stuart king, Parliament now allowed the son of that same king to be restored

  to the throne without the disturbance of another Civil War. And it was Charles II, feeling perhaps with justification that the Beefeaters and trained bands might not be sufficient to guarantee the

  security of his household, who contrived to put aside sufficient funds to support a body of guards, thereby no doubt making a serious sacrifice of his own pleasures and dissipations. It was a

  modest enough body. Three regiments of cavalry, the Life Guards, Blues and Royal Dragoons;15 a few more of infantry, two regiments of Foot Guards, four

  of the line, plus the Admiral’s Regiment, forerunner of the Royal Marines, totalling some 1,700 horse and 7,000 foot. Such an establishment was hardly likely to threaten 5 million Englishmen

  with enslavement.




  Such a thought was no doubt present in the mind of Charles’s brother, James, when he succeeded, narrow, bigoted and dull though he was. But again chance took a hand and presented James

  with the perfect opportunity to begin his cherished project of building up a standing army. Monmouth, bastard son of Charles II, was unwise enough to venture forth from the comforting embraces of

  Lady Henrietta Wentworth and land at Lyme in June 1685, mustering a force of some 1,500 men. In spite of some initial success, support for Monmouth remained local and limited, and the great men of

  the realm – however much some of them might dislike the rule of James, whom they had after all sought to exclude from the succession – were not disposed to risk another Civil War, with

  an inevitably uncertain outcome, for the sake of Monmouth. So the far more numerous forces that James was able to put together prevailed at Sedgemoor, where the presence of the King’s

  Household troops and regular battalions of Foot brought about Monmouth’s defeat.




  This was not the only benefit which James gained. Under the guise of assuring the realm’s security during the Monmouth rebellion, he had greatly increased the strength of regular forces at

  his disposal by raising six regiments of cavalry and nine of infantry. He trebled the size of his army to 20,000 troops, more than any former monarch had had in times of peace. If the chance

  offered to him by Monmouth’s ill-fated expedition had not presented itself, James would have been hard put to raise these extra regiments. Yet he was still not satisfied.

  Happily for England, raising an even larger standing army depended on the ability to pay for more soldiers. And the power of the purse still rested with the House of Commons.




  So little did James understand the character of the people he ruled that when opposition to his intention to destroy the Established Church by using his ecclesiastical authority reached the

  point of London’s trained bands refusing to disperse hostile crowds – refusing, in short, ‘to fight for Popery’ – he formed a great camp of his standing army at

  Hounslow Heath. Fourteen battalions of infantry and over thirty squadrons of cavalry were assembled together with artillery pieces and ammunition, all with a view to overawing and subduing the

  citizens of London. But James, who usually got his priorities wrong, had completely misjudged both these citizens and the soldiers, for instead of the soldiers deterring and forcing obedience on

  the citizens, the ideas of the citizens took a grip on the imagination of the soldiers. Apart from this, the Londoners, once their first apprehensions were overcome, took to the spectacle and

  active delights of the camp rather as they would to a gigantic fair or circus. ‘Mingled with the musketeers and dragoons,’ wrote Macaulay,




  a multitude of fine gentlemen and ladies from Soho Square, sharpers and painted women from Whitefriars, invalids in sedans, monks in hoods and gowns, laqueys in rich liveries,

  pedlars, orange girls, mischievous apprentices and gaping clowns, was constantly passing and repassing through the long lanes of tents. From some pavilions were heard the noises of drunken revelry,

  from others the curse of gamblers.16




   




  So much for the effect of James’s standing army. Two years later, when all was put to the test, it availed him nothing. For when William of Orange, at the invitation of leading Whigs and

  Tories, landed at Torbay in the summer of 1688 with an army inferior in numbers to that which James, had he been able to command its loyalty, should have opposed him, this same standing army, so

  prudently and menacingly collected together by the king, deserted en masse. Thus in the contest for England William triumphed over James without a struggle. A struggle

  was still to come, however, for in 1689 the Catholic provinces of Ireland declared for James, while the Protestants of Ulster stood for William, hence their nomenclature as Orangemen ever since.

  James was supported by Louis XIV with troops and money and made his way to Ireland, held a Parliament and attempted to confiscate Protestant lands. The siege of Londonderry followed, relieved at

  length from the sea.




  It was not until 1690 that William was able to leave his commitments in England to confront James. William III was not the first or the last English king to command troops in the field, but he

  was certainly one whose perseverance and experience progressively enhanced his military reputation. James was no stranger to soldiering either; he had served with credit in the field and had

  cherished his beloved Royal Navy. But however able or experienced a battle commander may be, much will depend on the material to hand and the state of mind of the commanders themselves. By the time

  William and James met and opposed each other in the field, the intrepid character of the one had been heightened and hardened by campaigning and heavy responsibilities, while the inherent

  sluggishness and ignoble nature of the other had been indulged and stimulated by a gradually deepening inflexibility of mind and a wanton misuse of power. Small wonder that the result was what it

  was. Both kings commanded heterogeneous armies, in itself a disadvantage, for if part of an army turns out to be totally unreliable, disaster may follow.




  Let us first take a look at James’s army. It probably amounted to some 30,000 men of which about one-third – the French infantry and the Irish cavalry – was of high quality.

  Not so the remaining two-thirds. Both the Irish dragoons17 and the Irish infantry were inferior. The best they could do in an encounter with the enemy

  was to fire off their weapons once and then take to their heels bawling for mercy. That such behaviour should be imputed to plain lack of courage has been shown to be false by a thousand instances

  of Irish bravery in contests all over the world. More to the point was not so much the idea that such soldiers had been badly trained, but that they had been trained in a totally deficient manner.

  Above all, no sense of discipline or steadiness had been instilled into them. What, therefore, was more likely to encourage ill-discipline than an incitement to bolster their

  wholly inadequate remuneration by marauding? It was hardly to be expected that such a mob would be capable of standing up to the steadfast, well-drilled actions of well-led and well-trained

  opponents.




  William’s army was very different from James’s. It was a little larger – some 36,000 in all – and was even more variously composed. There were Englishmen, Dutchmen,

  Germans, Danes and Finns. But Macaulay has reminded us that among this mixed assembly ‘were two bodies of men animated by a spirit peculiarly fierce and implacable, the Huguenots of France,

  thirsting for the blood of the French, and the Englishry of Ireland impatient to trample down the Irish’.18 William therefore had a slight

  numerical advantage, whereas James had adopted a strong defensive position on ground of his own choosing. But the real advantage lay with William by virtue of the quality of his soldiers and his

  own determined leadership. This leadership was admirably displayed by his courageous conduct. The excitement of battle seemed to dissolve all his cold reserve and acted upon him like an intoxicant.

  On 11 July 1690 William was always to be seen where the danger was greatest. Twice he came near to paying the price for his insistence on exposing himself to enemy fire. One ball struck his pistol,

  another the heel of his boot, but he paid no heed to the pleas of his lieutenants to retire to some more secure position from which he could issue orders. No wonder the troops under his command,

  inspired by his example, gained ground.




  James did little to emulate his rival. He watched the battle from a safe distance. When we consider what was at stake, we may wonder at such behaviour. There he was, with the eyes of all upon

  him, the eyes of those who were ardently supporting his cause and of those who were bitterly opposed to it. He was after all the legitimate King of England, Scotland and Ireland, and had come to

  fight for his rights and for the rights of his heir. And yet when all was to be won or lost, when he observed his rival, William, despite his wounds, leading a charge through the mud, rallying the

  Enniskilleners, and inspiring his troops to gain further ground at a moment when determined leadership and a counter-blow might have been decisive – at this crucial point, when the future of

  the House of Stuart was in the balance, what did James do? Observing that the day appeared to be going against Ireland and fearful that his escape from the field might be

  intercepted, James quit the scene of battle and galloped towards Dublin.




  Put the case, however, that William’s strength had failed, that one of the balls which struck his accoutrements had instead struck him. Put the case that the French auxiliaries and the

  Irish cavalry, more daringly led and controlled, had swept down on William’s troops when they were engaged in the tactically vulnerable business of crossing the Boyne. Put the case, in short,

  that James II ‘wrested victory out of heretic Fortune’s hands’ and that William, rather than himself, was obliged to flee the field. What then? We may perhaps conjecture that

  James might have remained King of Ireland for a time, but there would have been fierce resistance at Enniskillen and Londonderry. Louis XIV might have been tempted to ship reinforcements to James,

  and then much would have depended on the activities of the Royal Navy, James’s own special protégé. The fickleness of loyalties is usually determined in the end by the power of

  the purse. And this power still remained with the English Parliament, whose leading members would have seen to it that James was never allowed to return to England. England had had its fill of the

  Stuarts, as subsequent events in 1715 and 1745 were to show. Pretenders to the throne never got further than being pretenders. And we must remember that the very standing army which James had

  created, and which men like Marlborough had ensured would not fight for a cause which embraced absolute monarchy and Catholicism, would have stood firm in upholding the rights and freedoms so

  triumphantly acquired by the Glorious Revolution. Sooner or later, no doubt, England would have tried to re-establish her ascendancy over Ireland.




  Yet the idea of an independent Emerald Isle as early at 1690 is intriguing. How would the country have aligned itself during England’s interminable wars with France? Would fox-hunting have

  reached its heights without the enthusiastic support of English landowners? Would there have been such mass emigration to the United States or Australia by disenchanted Irish families? Perhaps an

  independent Irish administration would have ruled its own people in such an enlightened way that the shadows of famine, eviction, murder and sullen hostility would never have

  stalked the valleys and hills of that beautiful country. But whether there could have been a reconciliation with the Protestants of Ulster must remain in question. The defiance of Londonderry, so

  marked and so triumphant in 1689, would have been unlikely to change in subsequent years. Could some accommodation have been reached between the rival factions whereby a degree of religious

  toleration and civil liberty for the Protestant North was observed? What an infinite sum of misery, bloodshed, recrimination and wrangling would then have been saved. We may predict more

  confidently that the Irish would still have bred magnificent horses and would have continued to provide splendid soldiers for the ranks of the British army and a generous flood of brilliant general

  officers. Yet we might have looked in vain for the Somerville and Ross stories of an Irish R.M. or the early novels of Anthony Trollope. What would we have done without Wellington’s Irish

  regiments and all those men who served the British Empire in every part of the world? Kipling would have been robbed of some of his Barrack Room Ballads and his history of the Irish

  Guards.19 Think of Alanbrooke, Alexander, Montgomery, Templer, whose contribution to our survival against the power of the Third Reich was so

  incalculable.




  Let us move to an even more colourful seat of war – India. It cannot be said that many of Britain’s great captains distinguished themselves when they were young. Unlike Alexander,

  who conquered the world before he was thirty, or Napoleon, who at twenty-seven shocked Europe with his Italian campaign, Marlborough was fifty-four at Blenheim, Wellington forty-six at Waterloo,

  Montgomery fifty-five at Alamein. Yet there were notable exceptions. Robert Clive was only twenty-five at Arcot, James Wolfe but thirty-two when he triumphed at Quebec. These two men showed what a

  handful of redcoats commanded by soldiers of genius could do, overcoming daunting odds with almost insolent ease, and winning for the Crown great tracts of Empire. Their exploits were ripe for the

  intervention of chance. Let us accompany Clive to his splendid victories and Wolfe to his rendezvous with the last enemy and look at the coin’s other side.




  There are two great ironies about the career of the man who became known as Clive of India. In the first place, although in his youth he acquired the reputation of being so

  fierce and imperious that he was charged with being addicted to fighting, his schoolmasters rated him a dunce. Nothing good was to be expected from one who combined inadequate intellect with

  unmanageable temper. His family was therefore content to accept for him the post of writer in the East India Company, and in 1743 he was posted to Madras. Once there, neither his duties nor the

  climate suited him and he found no outlet for his audacious spirit. He recorded later that he had not enjoyed a single happy day since leaving England. Indeed, so discontented was Clive, and so

  displeased with him were his official masters, that he attempted suicide. Twice he tried to discharge a pistol at his head; twice it failed to go off. At this point, having assured himself that the

  pistol was properly loaded, Clive became convinced that he was destined to do something great. His opportunity came in 1751.




  The second irony lies in the consideration that a Frenchman’s vision of founding a great European empire on the crumbling remains of an Indian monarchy should have led in the end to this

  same empire falling into the hands of the British. There was nothing unusual about the British and the French being at war, nor was it uncommon for initial French successes to be gradually reversed

  by the British. So it was in the Carnatic in the middle of the eighteenth century. Had it not been for Dupleix, Governor of Pondicherry, Clive might never have been heard of, for it was

  Dupleix’s imperial ambition which made him seize Madras, threaten Trichinopoly and, in alliance with Indian pretenders to the throne, set himself in the way of becoming master of the

  Carnatic. Yet it was Clive, now a captain and commissary to the troops, who saw that unless some bold, dramatic blow was struck, the French would become absolute masters of the southern part of

  India. He therefore proposed an attack on Arcot, capital of the Carnatic.




  Not many soldiers of twenty-five possess the foresight, the thoroughness, the political sagacity, the determination and the inspiring leadership which Clive was now to show. Having persuaded his

  masters in the East India Company that what he proposed was necessary and that he himself was the man to achieve it, Clive set off with a mere 500 soldiers, less than half of whom were British, 300

  being sepoys trained by the East India Company. Only two of his fellow officers had seen action before.




  After a march from Trichinopoly in appalling weather, Clive arrived with his puny force at the gates of Arcot, whose garrison, panic-stricken, instantly rushed out of the fort, allowing Clive

  and his men to occupy it without a fight. Up until now the enterprise had been little more than a raid, but now Clive set about putting on it the seal of a decisive victory. Knowing that an attempt

  to regain the fort would shortly be mounted, he took two steps, one precautionary, the other bold. He prepared for a siege and made a night sortie to disperse the enemy reinforcements that were

  gathering to attack him.




  Before long the siege began in earnest. Rajah Sahib, who conducted it, mustered some 10,000 troops against Clive’s small band, which had now dwindled to about 300 troops, only one-third of

  them European. For the day of the assault Rajah Sahib chose the Mohammedan festival of Husein, which augured well for the Moslem cause. All those who fell in battle against the infidel during this

  festival instantly atoned for whatever sins they might have committed during their lives and found themselves translated to that paradise represented by the garden of the Houris. Yet Rajah Sahib

  did not rely solely on this alluring prospect. Drugs reinforced the fanaticism of religion so that the besiegers, ‘drunk with enthusiasm, drunk with bhang’,20 rushed furiously to the attack. They were led by armoured elephants whose sheer weight and momentum were expected to batter down the gates and demolish the defences. But a

  spirited reception awaited the attacking hordes, and the first to feel the accuracy and discomfort of musket-balls delivered by disciplined redcoats were the elephants themselves. So dismayed were

  these huge beasts that they turned about and fled from the fusillade that had greeted them, thereby scattering or trampling underfoot those unfortunate enough to follow in their wake. This initial

  repulse did not dampen the ardour of Rajah Sahib’s men, however. They attempted to raft their way across the defensive moat and attacked over the dry parts of it with great courage and dash,

  but Clive’s direction of his artillerymen, together with the disciplined accuracy and volume of the British infantry, took such heavy toll of the fanatical hordes that assault after assault

  was defeated. Hundreds of the assailants had been killed while Clive had lost but a handful of men. The following morning Rajah Sahib’s army had gone. What had begun as a

  venture to strike a daring blow had become the beginning of the end for the French in India.




  If, by chance, Clive’s first attempts at suicide had succeeded,21 there would have been no triumph at Arcot. Or if the elephants had ignored

  their punishment at the hands of the British redcoats and had surged on to trample down the defences and make a passage for the attacking hordes, Clive would surely have perished. And then, without

  Clive, what would have happened in India during the Seven Years War? At the battle of Plassey in 1757 Clive commanded a mere 3,000 men and pitted them against Surajah Dowlah’s host of nearly

  60,000, including more than 40,000 infantry, 15,000 cavalry and fifty huge guns which required great teams of oxen to pull them and elephants to push. It was these two armies which met at Plassey.

  One was incomparably superior in numbers; the other was astonishingly superior in discipline and valour. By his victory there Clive determined India’s future. Without him there might have

  been no British India, jewel in the crown of the Empire. It might all have been French instead. Yet Clive did it, and what he had done on one side of the world, Wolfe was to accomplish on the

  other.




  When we think of the Seven Years War, we think too of the Year of Victories, 1759, and its architect, William Pitt, later Earl of Chatham. Isaiah Berlin once described Winston Churchill as

  ‘one of the two greatest men of action his nation has produced’.22 He did not reveal who he thought was the other one, but it must have been

  Pitt that he had in mind. The resounding success of the Royal Navy and the British army under Pitt was not only the result of his command of large resources and the strategic skill with which he

  deployed them. Pitt also achieved success because, like Churchill almost 200 years later, he inspired the nation. ‘The ardour of his soul,’ wrote Macaulay,






  had set the whole kingdom on fire. It inflamed every soldier who dragged the cannon up the heights of Quebec, and every sailor who boarded the French ships among the rocks of Brittany. The

  Minister, before he had been long in office, had imparted to the commanders whom he employed his own impetuous, adventurous and defying character.23







  One of those commanders was James Wolfe, and if Wolfe had bitten some of his fellow generals, as George II had suggested when he had been told that Wolfe was mad, the Seven

  Years War might not have lasted so long. As it was, in a single encounter on 13 September 1759 outside the walls of Quebec, Wolfe conquered an entire province of Canada, which together with

  Amherst’s subsequent occupation of Montreal, established British supremacy in Canada. Wolfe has sometimes been likened to Nelson, and indeed the two had much in common – frail in

  constitution, fearless in action, indomitable in spirit.




  It was in the preliminaries to his triumph on the Heights of Abraham that Wolfe displayed such daring. All depended on the use of a little-known footpath at L’Anse au Foulon

  (Fuller’s Cove), a steep track which led up the bluff from the St Lawrence river to the Plains of Abraham, some two miles west of Quebec. All depended, too, on the calmness of the night,

  which enabled Wolfe’s men to embark with the skilful and dauntless support of the Royal Navy, then scale the cliffs by the narrow, precipitous path and confront Montcalm’s 16,000 men

  and strong artillery with little more than half that number. It was by the discipline, accuracy and sheer volume of Wolfe’s infantry fire power as directed by him that the issue was decided.

  As the two armies confronted each other, Wolfe




  ordered the line to lay down till the enemy came close, when they were to rise up and give their fire . . . the enemy huzza’d, advancing with a short trott (which was

  effectually shortened to a number of them) they began their fire on the left, the whole of them reclining that way, but received and sustained such a check, that the smell of gun-powder became

  nauseous; they broke their line, to all parts of the compass.24




  During the exchange of volleys, Wolfe received his mortal wound, yet his immortality was assured, for ‘no event has ever been more celebrated on canvas than Wolfe’s

  capture of Quebec. Wolfe died in every style from the classical to the naturalistic to suit all tastes and rouse one general emotion.’25




  Wolfe, like many another soldier, had a deep love of literature, and after completing his reconnaissance on the evening before the battle, diverted his fellow commanders by reciting for them

  from memory almost the whole of Gray’s Elegy. He would rather, he concluded, be the author of those lines than enjoy the glory of defeating the French on the

  morrow. How prophetic was his repetition of one line of the Elegy, for in his case the path of glory did lead but to the grave. Yet if by chance Wolfe had not learned of that obscure

  footpath from one Captain Robert Stobo, if the recent storm had persisted, putting paid to any amphibious operation, if delay had forced the Royal Navy’s ships to withdraw for resupply, if

  Wolfe’s health, always precarious, had further deteriorated, there would have been no further glory for him, no victory for Pitt, no Canada for the British. The Ifs of history might have seen

  to it that there was not only a French India, but a French North America too.




  The Year of Victories was not confined to Canada, however. In West Africa, in the Caribbean, in India, in Europe, British arms were triumphant. Pitt’s strategy of destroying French sea

  power and relieving France of her possessions overseas had succeeded. At the battle of Minden the British infantry had won plaudits even from their enemies, the French general, the Duc de Contades,

  commenting that to see a line of infantry break through three lines of cavalry and tumble them into ruin was to witness something he had thought to be impossible. Yet even though the Peace of Paris

  in 1763 confirmed British conquests in Canada, North America, India and the West Indies, Pitt, now out of power, foresaw that it would not be long before France took up arms again to seek

  retribution and restoration of her losses. When this time came, it was because Britain found herself at odds with her own people, the Colonists of North America.




  Although an over-simplification, it would not be inaccurate to say that the loss of the American Colonies was brought about by the inflexibility and stubbornness of the one man who most ardently

  desired their retention – George III. In this achievement he was ably assisted by Lord North. Neither of them could see what Edmund Burke so clearly perceived and so eloquently tried to

  impress upon others: that magnanimity was very often the wisest policy and that ‘a great empire and little minds go ill together’.26 Alas,

  both North and his sovereign did have little minds, and set about trying to coerce the uncoercible. Even though Pitt pointed out that America could not be conquered, and

  General Howe, who succeeded to the command in America in October 1775, advised that the country could not be held, the king still persisted. As a result he was obliged to stomach Burgoyne’s

  surrender at Saratoga.




  Let us accompany Gentleman Johnny as he proceeds to lose an army. The strategy, if it may be called that, was devised by the then Secretary of State for American affairs, Lord George Sackville,

  who had distinguished himself at the battle of Minden by his disobedience and cowardice. The plan was to detach New England from the rest of the Colonies by two internal thrusts. Burgoyne with his

  7,000 men was to move from Canada through the Hudson Gap towards Albany, while Howe would join Burgoyne by driving northwards towards New York. But timing was difficult, and Howe, realizing that he

  would have to remain inactive for too long, thus allowing Washington to act against him, decided instead to provoke Washington into battle by seizing Philadelphia. He did both, but it meant that he

  could not now join Burgoyne in the Hudson area. Thus Burgoyne was left with no choice but to retire or attempt to force his way through to Albany unsupported. But he found himself surrounded by

  enemy troops and unable to break through. As Burgoyne and his army fell back on Saratoga, depleted in numbers, short of provisions, harassed by incessant rain, impeded by mud so thick that the

  exhausted, starved horses and oxen could not drag guns and ammunition-wagons out of bogs, the soldiers themselves exhausted, wet through and hungry, the American forces under General Gates hemmed

  them in. Gentleman Johnny’s own conduct was an example to all. Sergeant Lamb reported that ‘in the heat, fury and danger of the fight he maintained the true characteristics of the

  soldier – serenity, fortitude and undaunted intrepidity’.27 It was not enough, however, and on 14 October Burgoyne asked for terms. Three

  days later the formal instrument of surrender was signed. Gates was triumphant, Burgoyne unrepentant, maintaining that if his entire command had been British – some of it was German –

  he would have fought his way through.




  If he had done so, or if Howe had been able to reinforce, if in short there had been no surrender at Saratoga, the consequences would have been profoundly different, for Burgoyne’s

  capitulation changed the whole nature of the war. From that time forward, thanks partly to the persuasion of Benjamin Franklin, the US ambassador to France, the French decided

  to give their open and whole-hearted support to the Americans. Thus the balance of power was significantly changed, and Britain was no longer able to rely on the key to success in the American War

  – command of the sea. And it was want of this supremacy at sea which brought about the further disaster of Yorktown and thus the emergence of American independence. Without the active

  intervention of France, Saratoga might have been retrieved, and British authority in the American Colonies re-established. If George III and his footling ministers could then have been persuaded to

  understand Burke’s plea for magnanimity and to have inaugurated a system of representation before taxation, there might have been another great British Dominion, stretching from the Atlantic

  to the Pacific. What an Empire we would have had then!




  As we observed earlier, the Ifs of history may be illusory, but they provide harmless entertainment, and may indeed be of value in learning further how to tackle or not tackle dilemmas still to

  confront us. English history is littered with such Ifs. Many of them concern our struggles with France. The most striking of our opponents there was Napoleon. It was he who noted that wherever he

  turned, if there were water enough to float a battle-ship, he would be confronted, and thwarted, by the Royal Navy. And the darling of the Royal Navy and England’s greatest hero was

  Nelson.
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  St Vincent: 14 February 1797




  It shall be my watchword – Touch and take.




  NELSON




  In recent times there has been an attempt to disparage the character of Lord Nelson.1 He has been called ‘a natural born

  predator’ whose private life was reprehensible, who was mentally unstable, who allowed prisoners of war to be unjustly executed, who manipulated his own image to the point of outrageous

  idealization, who circulated stories of his own valour in such a way as to overshadow the exploits of others. This curious vogue for debunking and demeaning our past heroes strikes a sour note to

  those who, like Nelson, but in a minuscule way by comparison, have spent most of their lives in some sort of military service. Happily, when we contemplate Nelson’s character in the round, it

  is not difficult to show that these detractors – whose motives must puzzle the most objective of us – are profoundly mistaken, however conscientious they may have been in their search

  for detail.




  Of course Nelson had his faults. He was vain, restless, intense, egotistic. Yet he was also lion-hearted, kindly, paternal, his name to this day the touchstone of naval excellence. He seemed to

  possess an unrivalled instinct for sensing the feelings of the lower deck. No wonder sailors longed for Nelson to command them. No wonder his captains were a band of brothers. Nelson was said to

  hold the four aces of leadership: imagination; the ability to inspire; confiding in subordinates and acknowledging their contribution to success; and above all the offensive spirit, the overriding

  determination to bring the enemy’s fleet to battle and then annihilate it. This last was the kernel of the Nelson touch. When he explained to his captains his intended

  tactics at what became the battle of Trafalgar, they were overcome with emotion.




  Trafalgar was a victory which a few years later would facilitate the deployment of a British army on the south-western extremes of Napoleon’s empire, and keep it there, properly supplied

  and reinforced, until the Emperor’s own armies had been driven back to France by Wellington. When Nelson sighted the combined French and Spanish fleet off Cape Trafalgar on 21 October 1805,

  he and his captains knew exactly what they were about. Nelson had repeatedly outlined to his subordinates how they would ‘surprise and confound the enemy’, bring about what he always

  sought – ‘a pell-mell battle’ – and so accomplish the absolute destruction of the enemy’s fleet. When he expounded his plan to sail direct for the enemy centre, then

  split and divide them, so that each half could be destroyed in detail – the plan which he lightly defined as ‘the Nelson touch’ – his captains were electrified by the sheer

  beauty of it. ‘It was new, it was singular, it was simple . . . it must succeed.’2




  Never were Nelson’s four aces of leadership played to more advantage than at Trafalgar. His imagination enabled him to picture the circumstances of a forthcoming battle with such clarity,

  such boldness and such unrivalled determination to bend the enemy to his will that his spirit permeated the whole fleet. There was no need for further signalling. They all knew what to do, although

  his last signal, the renowned ‘England expects . . .’ had such an effect on Napoleon, when he heard of it, that he ordered a comparable call to duty – La France confide que

  chacun fasse son devoir! – to be inscribed in every French man-of-war. Nelson’s second ace, the ability to inspire, was so strong that it animated the whole of his command. His

  confidence, his enthusiasm, his dedication to duty, and the sheer professional heights of seamanship and gunnery that had been achieved, meant that every captain who served with him aspired to be

  another Nelson. The third ace, consulting and confiding in subordinates, listening to their views and giving credit to their actions, produced a unique atmosphere of mutual confidence, trust and

  reliance. The last ace, the offensive spirit, embodied Nelson’s greatness as a fleet commander. It was an absolutely overriding resolution to engage the enemy at the

  closest possible quarters and utterly destroy him.




  Yet it would be absurd to ignore Nelson’s shortcomings. On the one occasion that he and Wellington met – it was on 12 September 1805 in Castlereagh’s ante-room – he at

  first appalled the victor of Assaye by speaking of himself in trivial and self-indulgent language – ‘almost all on his side, and all about himself, and really, in a style so vain and

  silly as to surprise me’. Once Nelson had discovered to whom he was talking, however, it was a different matter, and Wellington later commented:




  All that I thought a charlatan style had vanished, and he talked with good sense, and a knowledge of subjects both at home and abroad, that surprised me equally and more

  agreeably than the first part of our interview had done; in fact, he talked like an officer and a statesman . . . I don’t know that I ever had a conversation that interested me

  more.3




   




  Admiral Sir John Jervis, later Earl St Vincent, was not blind to Nelson’s faults, however much he admired his brilliance in command at sea. ‘Poor man,’ he observed, ‘he

  is devoured with vanity, weakness and folly.’4 It was certainly true that Nelson made a fool of himself over his obsession with Emma

  Hamilton.5 But the explanation for it was clear enough. When the two became lovers, it was for Nelson the very ecstasy of love, and Emma was no longer

  obliged to simulate pleasure for he yielded to her as much as she yielded to him. They both embarked on the adventure of pleasure with the same slight anxiety about their ability to please or be

  pleased, and the same ease, the same trust. They were equals in pleasure because equals in love. Was not this love indeed? None but the brave deserve the fair, they say. If ever a man of heroic

  stature deserved the kind of love he longed for and Emma gave him, that man was Nelson. When the detractors already referred to hint that Nelson’s so-called mental instability led to his

  ‘suicide-in-all-but-name’ at Trafalgar, it is plain that they have not studied the letters Nelson wrote to Lady Hamilton before the battle or have understood the ardent longing he felt

  to return to the arms of Emma and their daughter, Horatia.




  The truth of the matter was that from the very beginning Nelson had something of the poet and the mystic in him. ‘Nelson was the poet in action,’ wrote Aubrey de

  Selincourt, ‘in his grandest moments he ceased to belong to this world and entered a realm as visionary as Shelley’s.’ It is this which helps us to understand the emotional

  reaction of his captains when they listened to his exposition of the Nelson touch. It was honour which predominated in Nelson’s mind. He coveted honour in the way that both Hotspur and Prince

  Hal did. He even misquoted from the Crispin speech in Henry V, substituting the word ‘glory’ for ‘honour’. But the acquisition of honour and glory was not the sole

  key to Nelson’s character. He desired recognition as well. ‘I am the child of opinion,’ he wrote. And his first real taste of recognition came with the battle of St Vincent.




  1797 was a bad year for England, sometimes described until the beginning of the Great War in 1914 as ‘the darkest hour in English history’. Europe was dominated by France, the whole

  Rhine delta was in the hands of the French, and their armies poised for invasion. Ireland was on the point of rebellion. Discontent was seething at home. The fleets of both Holland and Spain were

  at France’s disposal. The Royal Navy was abandoning the Mediterranean, and Sir John Jervis, commanding a fleet, fifteen sail of the line, had declared on 13 February 1797 that a victory was

  essential to England at this time, for everything was going wrong elsewhere. Clearly some striking success for Britain was needed. Admiral Jervis and Commodore Nelson were just the men to deliver

  such a success.
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