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Introduction


War is an ugly thing, but not the ugliest of things. The decayed and degraded state of moral and patriotic feeling which thinks that nothing is worth war is much worse. The person who has nothing for which he is willing to fight, nothing which is more important than his own personal safety, is a miserable creature and has no chance of being free unless made and kept so by the exertions of better men than himself.


John Stuart Mill


English economist and philosopher


This book was written for a number of reasons. The first is that it seeks to illustrate the truth of combat. It sets out to destroy several myths, and to understand the true nature of lethal behaviour in war.


It also seeks to counter an attitude that seems to have developed among some people that lethal behaviour in battle is somehow wrong. Joanna Bourke, for example, in An Intimate History of Killing, said that she aimed to ‘put killing back into military history’1, and presents to her readers her disgust that armies and soldiers have undergone a ‘monstrous and multifarious celebration of violence’. Of course they did, and they still should – if they want to survive and to win. The whole point of warfare is to be lethal, and that means that training for combat must concentrate on turning people into killers. Indeed, what Bourke condemns as a ‘celebration of violence’ is to be applauded, for only by being enthusiastic about their task can those placed in the actuality of combat survive.


Studies by SLA Marshall of World War II suggested that troops have an aversion to taking life.2 As a result, a more positive attitude towards being lethal was introduced in many armed forces, with more aggression worked into initial training; greater dehumanising of the enemy, for better targeting; and greater firepower introduced into the battlefield. Marshall may well be right in that soldiers may begin their combat experience with aversion. But that must be changed, and usually is changed, to make those charged with dealing in death more capable. Successful soldiers in battle are killers, and they must be determined to kill.


Warfare is about exterminating the enemy. It is unpleasant for some, and for others it probably is the ultimate ‘high’. Nevertheless, it is sometimes necessary for countries to go to war. And when they do, it is foolish to go into combat with too many restrictions: the idea is to win, with as minimal a cost to your side as possible. But films such as Platoon portray the infantry soldier in a negative light: he is sinning; he is doing bad things; he is to be condemned. It has become fashionable to attack those who go too far, such as Lieutenant Calley in Vietnam, without considering what sort of constraints and demands were placed on those soldiers, and what system allowed them to do what are undeniably bad things. The aggression unleashed by modern warriors is debated by people sitting at home, who have the wars of today beamed into their lounge rooms, and who find it easy and fashionable to criticise their own soldiers for firing at retreating Iraqi troops.3 Political parties and the United Nations insist on placing foolish Rules of Engagement on the soldier in combat.4 A ‘Green’ political party announces that it will save money by getting rid of the ‘offensive’ capabilities of a country’s armed force.5 A soldier is charged with ‘kicking an enemy corpse’ after combat.6 Another is branded a murderer on the front page of national newspapers for ensuring that a wounded non-uniformed guerilla is actually dead by shooting him when he stirs.7 By way of a response, British soldiers on duty in Iraq have cynically suggested they need a solicitor with them before they shoot back at any Iraqi who attacks them.8


Bourke presents us with instances such as, ‘In 1955 two senior American officers directed that “the killing of an individual enemy with a rifle, grenade, bayonet – yes, even the bare hands – is the mission of the Army”’. Her tone suggests that sort of behaviour is worthy of condemnation, evil, and to be outlawed. This book suggests a dichotomous alternative – that it is correct, to be practised with eagerness, and carried out efficiently. That is what soldiers are for, and that is what they fight for – to survive and to win. Readers must suspend their aversion and horror to examine and understand the true face of battle.


This book looks at infantry fighting, tactical aviation combat, and submarine attacks on shipping, and argues that:


•   While warriors may be initially reluctant to engage in taking life, once combat is joined and the first fatality inflicted, they are more lethal than we usually suppose


•   Many engage in inflicting death with ferocity, and that indeed to be effective, soldiers need to be ‘enthusiastic warriors’


•   While revulsion at the trade of the soldier is a common public response to a conflict’s first battles, as civilians are targeted, they become more sympathetic to the soldier’s creed and necessary behaviour in battle


•   Many soldiers fail to accept enemies surrendering, and prisoners are often shot out of hand rather than taken. This is often unavoidable, and sometimes even a military necessity


•   The dead enemy are often mistreated, and this may well be normal behaviour


•   If combatants can possibly be confused with civilians, then civilians are routinely dispatched


•   Such scenarios are part of all tactical combat, and further examples are given from the areas of aviation and submarine warfare


•   Such scenarios are part of normal battle, and cannot be discarded without psychological disadvantage to those who avoid the truth of battle


•   Given such lethality, the concept of ‘rules of war’ is questionable


•   If these behaviours normally occur, then most warriors engage in war crimes


•   If this condition is unavoidable, then the concept of tactical war crimes is flawed.


This book is a request for a change in the conventions and rules of warfare. It is not an encouragement of ferocious combat without some semblance of rules or pity, but to correct what the author perceives as inconsistencies and illogicalities.


Shakespeare gave us the line, ‘Cry “Havoc”, and let slip the dogs of war’.9 We need to reevaluate our understanding of what happens when the dogs of war are let off the leash. If we want lethality from our warriors, we will also have to understand the human nature of the warriors that we let go: they will kill with ferocity, and the genie cannot be put back in the bottle.




On the veracity
of sources


Let the Staff write their own books
about the Great War, says I.
The infantry were biased against them.
And their authentic story will
be read with interest.


Siegfried Sassoon, World War I infantry officer and poet.


This study draws on both published and unpublished accounts of soldiers’ experiences in battle. Some may argue that the rationale for proving the thesis is too selective. Indeed, many diaries and letters written by combat personnel have been examined, but only some have been used because they support the thesis.


It might be suggested that the majority of combat soldiers do not react in the manner proposed. However, it must not be forgotten that soldiers have many reasons for censoring their own accounts of their experiences. They may have done something for which they can be held accountable legally, so why would they wish to admit their actions in writing? Any soldier experienced in the ways of military forces knows there are lots of ways to get into trouble, thereby bringing on a grinding and tiresome disciplinary mechanism that can take years rather than months to reach its finale. Military justice is quite inexorable, and anyone who has survived basic training in a military force is extremely wary of invoking its wrath.


Second, military personnel know full well they may be held accountable ethically, by others whose ethics at that time are different. They may not wish to enter into such debate, and may not wish to be judged as unethical. Will a soldier admit to his mother that yesterday he killed three prisoners in cold blood, or that he sprayed a thicket with machine-gun fire, only to find that the shots his unit received had come from two twelve-year old boys, both of whom are now dead? Do fighter pilots routinely point out to those who may praise them that their best tactic is to close to within minimal distance of an unsuspecting enemy, and then shoot him in the back?


Australian soldier Barry Heard, fighting in Vietnam, reflected that little was recorded in his diary of fights between soldiers in his company, the wild sex and drinking on leave; drunken incidents in camp; the hatred they all felt for the enemy – all of it was sanitised, as it was in letters sent home, ‘avoiding the harsh realities of death and horror’.1


One only has to ponder the findings of historian Stephen Ambrose, who interviewed more than 1000 combat veterans. While only one admitted to having shot a prisoner, over a third said they had seen incidents where American soldiers had shot prisoners who had had their hands up.2 In other words, behaviour such as that which is recounted here was routine, but it was not admitted to, at least to those outside the soldiers’ circle.


Third, those involved in fighting may well have enjoyed what they did – in a variety of ways, from fulfilment to glee, to simply having enjoyed the adrenaline ‘high’ that combat often produces. For soldiers to admit to civilians that they have had such feelings may well mean that they are excluded, criticised or regarded as abnormal. As soldiers spend – in the main – a small amount of their life as combat troops, and must ‘fit in’ the rest of the time as quasi-civilians, they necessarily suppress such characteristics, thus making it harder for us to glean their true behaviour.


Soldiers who have returned from combat tend to be reluctant to talk about their experiences. It is often thought this is because their experiences were too traumatic to relate to others. While this can be true, it is more often the case that someone who hadn’t experienced combat simply would not understand that completely different world, with a completely different set of rules, into which the combat soldier is plunged.


Reports of combat therefore differ widely. Some read like a ‘boys’ own adventure’: the enemy dies cleanly, prisoners are taken in an orderly fashion, and no one does anything too savage. An excellent example of such a work is Erwin Rommel’s account, Infantry Attacks, of his commands in World War I. His men behave in just such a fashion, and so too do the enemy. Only one example of nastiness can be found, and that seems to have been edited out, in part at least. On another occasion, Rommel assures us that, in the latter half of the war when civilities had waned after two years of massive casualties, he prevented his troops – unbelievably! – from firing at enemy troops who broke and ran. 3 This sort of account is one that has had true combat behaviour sanitised from it, for the reasons given above.


Conversely, one can come across accounts that seem too bloodthirsty and sensationalistic. An example is some of the testimonies given to the Vietnam War investigations carried out by the International War Crimes Tribunal. In some of the examples of behaviour given in such cases, it seemed to have suited the political ends for a few of those giving evidence to make it sound as bloody as they could, in order to evoke the maximum amount of condemnation for those who sought to end the war.


In other exaggerated accounts, one side seeks to invoke rage from one’s own country in order to invoke support for a conflict. While stories of babies being bayoneted in the early stages of World War I come to mind, variations on such stories are a recurrent motif of conflict that often does not bear closer inspection.


There are other ways an informed examiner can determine the veracity of combat accounts. Reading hundreds of source accounts, one begins to understand which have the flavour of reality, and which do not. Stories of front-line behaviour either have a ring of truth, or they seem lacking in the tiny details of veracity. For example, troopers involved in front-line operations may describe the smallest details of their equipment. Soldiers engaged in covert surveillance operations went to great lengths to ensure their equipment was examined to make sure they did not have any items that would rattle. Many soldiers engaged in patrol operations in Vietnam did not wear underwear – a small touch of reality that allows an account to ring true. Many accounts have the realistic ring of ‘SNAFU’ (see Glossary), which pervades many military operations: a reader who lacks military experience might think that the lack of body armour1 for helicopter pilots in Vietnam simply would not have been allowed to happen – but situations such as that occur all the time in military operations. After all, procedures to procure such equipment are being processed by an enormous human undertaking, with all of the frailties of humans and all of their resultant weaknesses.


In summary, an informed reading can detect, or at least have some suspicion as to whether individual accounts are genuine. Where such suspicion exists, these accounts have been rejected and do not appear in this work.


It is also important for the reader to remember, when looking through the behavioural instances which follow, that it is a general rule of armed forces, especially in our technological age, that most members of such forces do not engage in combat. They are instead working in supporting arms such as personnel, logistics, communications, and so on. Even those sections which deliver artillery fire to the enemy are not engaged in the sort of combat that is being discussed here. Sergeant Bob Buick, fighting in the Australian Army in Vietnam, was of the opinion that for every rifleman who engaged the enemy there were five men backing him up in support who would not see combat. And even some front-line soldiers, he noted, would not fire a shot in anger in their whole tour of duty, or even see an enemy soldier, dead or alive.4 So many readers, even though they may be experienced in the military world, would not have engaged in, or witnessed, the behaviours described in these pages.


The true nature of combat behaviour, therefore, is difficult to discern. The conclusions drawn here may be judged as wrong. However, I stand by them, for although it is difficult to perceive the reality, there is enough here to convince me that I have found the truth.


The more experienced a soldier is in warfare, the more he seems prepared to accept the strange – the story which sounds unbelievable to a civilian; the tale that provokes a response of, ‘No, they wouldn’t do that’. The research presented here tells a reader that they would – warfare sees all sorts of behaviours that one never sees elsewhere. When I began this research, I would not have believed that a fighter pilot would attempt to cut an enemy pilot, descending under a parachute, in half with his own propeller. I would not have believed that a soldier who turned up drunk, without the company rum ration he had been sent for, minutes before his comrades were to go ‘over the top’ would have been executed on the spot. I was of the opinion that the infamous Lieutenant Calley, of Vietnam, was a thoroughly unusual officer who behaved in an unforgivable way that defied understanding. He was not: his case is examined in detail, and what is shown is that he was a normal person pushed to the limits of stress, and that he and his men negated that stress in a boiling-over of their situation which is not unusual – My Lai was inevitable, and it was not alone.


War produces all of these behaviours and more. The fighting British brigadier, FP Crozier, who led from the front and seems to owe his survival to a sort of nonchalant yet fierce madness, commented: ‘My own experience of war, which is a prolonged one, is that anything may happen in it, from the very highest kinds of chivalry and sacrifice to the very lowest form of barbaric debasement … ’5 Crozier should know: he admits to ordering men shot out of hand for cowardice, and of engaging in extremes of behaviour in battle which raise the eyebrows, all the while arguing that in fact his style was the unadmitted norm.


There is a range of combat behaviours exhibited in this book. Broadly speaking, they can be narrowed into three sections. First, tactical fighting behaviour ‘in the field’. Second, attitudes and actions carried out towards prisoners. Third, attitudes and actions carried out towards civilians.


In the analysis of tactical fighting behaviour, I argue that the vast majority of soldiers exhibit the same sort of continuum. When they are first engaged in combat, they transit through a range of emotions, including fear, in various degrees from apprehension to terror. The depth of these feelings is not the same for all: some enjoy combat, although they are in the minority; most are apprehensive about it, and need stimulation to engage further. Soldiers exhibit a varying degree of proficiency and acceptance about combat.


If a soldier progresses beyond this initial experience of combat to fight on another occasion, his feelings are going to be different. The more fighting he engages in, the more time he has to adjust, to analyse his own reactions and performance, and to modify any reaction he perceives as being non-useful to his performance.


The more combat a soldier sees, the more of the range of behaviours discussed in this work he will see, and the more likely he is to engage in them himself. Soldiers learn from others how the business of tactical fighting is carried out, and what is really necessary for survival. Much of this ‘on-the-job’ education cannot be taught in battle schools. For example, Marine Johnnie Clark describes some of his first fighting in Vietnam. ‘The three Marines approached each unmoving body with equal caution, kicking each one hard to get a groan’.6 They are engaging in this sort of behaviour because they have learnt that apparently dead enemy are not always dead, and can still be dangerous. How can this sort of behaviour be taught in battle school, where there are no ‘real’ dead bodies? It cannot, although admittedly the cautionary attitudes demonstrated here can be imparted through a lecture. Clark himself later participated in a fierce fight, and then, on taking an enemy trench where a body lay, he ‘stomped the man’s head, then kicked him in the groin. No groan. Felt stiff.’7 Clark is engaging in behaviour that will be condemned by many – unsuitable treatment of the enemy – but I argue that this is the central ethos of this work: real combat behaviour is largely unknown to anyone who has not engaged in tactical fighting.


The more intense the combat, the more prevalent this type of behaviour will be. This relates both to the intensity of experience for an individual, and to the intensity of experience for an armed force as whole, or as the armed force’s country as a whole. So, for example, in World War II the American Intelligence Officer and PhD-qualified philosopher Glenn Gray observed that the more a soldier had lost to the war – relatives, friends – the more ferocious in his treatment of captured enemy he would be. The war turned into a vendetta, with ‘hatred penetrating every fiber of his being.’ His reason for living was to seek revenge, preferably a ‘tenfold retaliation’.8 Not every soldier is going to be in this situation, and therefore not all soldiers will behave in this way all of the time. So not all soldiers display the behaviour in which infantry officer (and poet) Siegfried Sassoon indulged when a close comrade in his platoon, Lance-Corporal Kendle, was killed. Sassoon obtained a bag of Mills bombs and went off and attacked a trench of Germans by himself – the enemy soldiers promptly fled. But that was not enough for the normally thoughtful and kindly Sassoon: ‘I definitely wanted to kill someone at close quarters.’9 But not all soldiers experience what Sassoon had been through – the death of a close comrade – and therefore not all soldiers feel the impetus to act in the way Sassoon did.


If a country has suffered, then its soldiers will be markedly more savage in the treatment of the enemy than those of a country which has not suffered as much. The Poles, who suffered terribly under the German advance in World War II, were cruel in revenge. Soldier RJ Weston thought they were the most ferocious and callous soldiers he had met, who ‘literally butchered’ any Germans they came across. He described their treatment of a captured German: they tied his hands, put a hand grenade with the pin out into his pocket, and told him to run …10 We could not imagine a British soldier behaving the same way – in the main – but then again, if his family came from Coventry, which was substantially bombed by the Luftwaffe in World War II, then perhaps we might see such savage behaviour from a man who had lost all of his family in those bombings. A New Zealand soldier fighting in World War II would know that his country was virtually untouched by the war, and so at a general level we would expect that New Zealand soldiers would not behave in the way Polish soldiers did.


Therefore, the treatment of prisoners – the second main focus area of this work – also differs according to the criteria given above. Not all soldiers will be placed in positions where they carry out actions which may seem to some to be doubtful treatment of prisoners. Australian soldier Richard Weston was sanguine about his unit’s actions in North Africa, when three British tanks herding a large group of Afrika Korps prisoners to the rear were delayed. The Germans took the opportunity to run. Within seconds all three tanks opened fire with their machine-guns and kept shooting till none was left standing.11 By comparison, most prisoners do not attempt mass escape – and therefore most soldiers are not involved in having to shoot prisoners. But it does happen, and often enough to be of interest to this work.


Similarly, most soldiers are not involved in combat where an enemy force, when clearly out-manoeuvred, refuses to surrender. So the experience of US infantryman Charles Gadd’s unit is unusual. They had surprised many North Vietnamese soldiers swimming a river one night, and the enemy would not surrender, but retreated into the river again, and began to swim back to the other side, taking deep breaths to maximise their time underwater. The Americans called ‘Come here’ in Vietnamese, and fired warning shots, but the soldiers would not return. When the US forces realised they were going to get away, they opened fire.12


The third area of discussion this work is concerned with, the targeting of civilians by soldiers, was usual in some wars – Vietnam, for example – but unusual in others, such as World War I (although it did occur). This again is an area of controversy, but out of the three areas of the study it is the easiest to understand, and to believe that soldiers do behave in the way they did in Vietnam: targeting civilians, both for good military reason and for bad military justification. In any war where non-uniformed personnel may become combat personnel merely by picking up a weapon, soldiers are going to be suspicious, act on reflex, and fire at a person they believe – rightly or wrongly – is now a combatant. And so we come across the instance of the US Army sergeant who related:


Yesterday I shot and killed a little 8- or 9-year-old girl, with the sweetest, most innocent little face, and the nastiest grenade in her hand, that you ever saw. Myself and six others were walking along, when she ran out to throw that grenade at us. Of course there is always the old argument that it was either us or her, but what in hell right did I have to kill a little child?13


This was an action which was militarily unavoidable. But we also come across the converse: US Army combat advisor Martin Dockery noted of his patrols with the South Vietnamese Army that ‘any farmer who ran from us was shot’.14 It would be doubtful that all of these people are in fact ‘fleeing Vietcong’, and such behaviour is not argued as being justifiable.


In summary, the book’s methodology is to examine accounts of combat, reject them if they seem false, and use them to suit the three main areas of discussion of the work.


The term ‘infantry’ is used generally and inaccurately in this book. Normally it means the attacking foot-soldiers of an army, who fight with a variety of weapons and who are organised into platoons of roughly 30–50 men. These soldiers are designated as infantry, although that may be tagged with Armoured Infantry, or Mounted Infantry – to designate soldiers carried into battle in armoured vehicles, or helicopters, or Airborne, to distinguish paratroopers.


However, the account also draws on the experiences of those in other areas who fight the personal tactical battle. Therefore it examines accounts from members of armed forces – including navy and air force – who fight in close contact against the enemy, using the traditional weapons of the infantry: rifles, pistols, bayonets, machine-guns and so on. I apologise for including Marines and other specialised forces in this loose description.


The work concentrates on six wars in the main, but I have made reference to others where it suits me. This is not being too selective, I hope, for to properly examine all wars would have been impossible. Nevertheless, in the main the work concentrates on the second Boer conflict, World War I and World War II, Korea, Vietnam and the Falklands. These have been chosen simply for the reason that we may surmise the soldier of the 20th century to be more literate than his counterparts in previous conflicts, and therefore he has left us more to examine.


The work proposes that what is found in the following pages represents the true, and largely unknown, face of battle.


[image: image]


1  Mason, Robert. Chickenhawk. Middlesex: Penguin, 1984. The writer makes several references to the lack of chest armour for helicopter crews in one of his first postings. By comparison, another posting saw ready availability.
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Glossary





	ARVN

	Army of the Republic of Vietnam – the Southern army.




	CAR-15

	Colt Automatic Rifle – used in Vietnam by some units.




	FO

	Forward Observer – calls in artillery or air strikes where necessary.




	K-bar

	A combat knife used by US forces in Vietnam.




	Kit Carson

	The term for a Vietnamese scout, usually a Vietcong or North Vietnamese Army (NVA) soldier who had deserted and was fighting for the other side in the Vietnam War. Kit Carson was a famous scout of the American West in the mid-1800s.




	MACV

	Military Assistance Command, Vietnam.




	M-16

	The automatic or semi-automatic assault rifle used by US forces in Vietnam.




	M60 machine gun

	A heavy machine-gun, belt-fed, used by US and Australian forces in Vietnam. Usually supported by a bipod, this weapon delivered heavier and more accurate fire than that dispensed by the M-16, although that was also an automatic weapon.




	M79 grenade launchers

	A rifle used for firing grenades, much further and more accurately than they could be thrown by hand, in Vietnam.




	Marine

	The British and the US armed forces have employed Marines for a long time. They typically are infantry forces capable of going to sea and being landed in amphibious assaults.




	
NCO

	Non-commissioned officer: corporal, sergeant, etc. Officers’ commissions are routinely given by a monarch or president, and cannot be lightly removed, indeed often only by a parliament. NCOs, below the rank of warrant officer, can be dismissed more easily.




	POW

	Prisoner of War.




	PFC

	Private First Class, US Army – one rank below SP-4.




	Sp-4

	Specialist, US Army – one rank below Corporal.




	SAS

	Special Air Service – multi-disciplinary assault troops.




	Second Lieutenant

	The lowest officer rank of many armies; the equivalent of a naval Midshipman or an air force Pilot Officer.




	SNAFU

	World War II acronym – ‘Situation Normal, All Fouled (or Fucked) Up’.




	VC

	Vietcong – irregular and usually non-uniformed forces of North Vietnam.




	VC

	Victoria Cross – the highest decoration for valour in the face of the enemy, in the armies of the British Commonwealth.




	Zippo

	The famous US cigarette lighter.








[image: image]




1


The necessary face
of war


For it’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ ‘Chuck him out, the brute!’
But it’s ‘Saviour of ‘is country’ when the guns begin to shoot.


Rudyard Kipling


Necessary efficiency


How savage in combat are infantry? Very much so – enthusiastic and keen, if they want to survive. Infantry survive because of their abilities. These include speed of reaction, appropriateness of reaction – use a grenade on a group as opposed to a rifle – willingness to fire, and acceptance as opposed to revulsion when inflicting violence. Often, they cannot hesitate when in a combat situation. Audie Murphy recalled after the D-Day landings:


As I round a slight bend in the gully, I run head-on into two Germans. For an instant they recoil in surprise; and that is their mistake. My combat experience has taught me the value of split seconds. Before the Germans can regain their balance, I kill them both with a carbine.1


Murphy, the most highly-decorated soldier of America’s armies in World War II, was by his own account, and of others, a most efficient dispatcher of the enemy. In one battle, where he and his squad encountered heavy resistance, he stormed two positions, one after the other, and killed at least nine German soldiers.2 He dispatched, by one estimate, 2413 of the enemy, and in one engagement led an assault where he personally killed 50 soldiers.4 There are other, albeit rare, examples from other armies. The Australian soldier Albert Jacka was thought so effective by his brigadier that ‘A company under his lead was as good as an extra battalion to me’ – testimony to Jacka’s extreme aggression in combat and the spirit it imbued in his men.5 US soldier David Rubitsky was estimated by the US Army to have killed over 500 of the enemy when fighting in New Guinea, and said of himself, ‘I was completely an insane man’.6 Then again, many soldiers don’t get to shoot down anyone.


The philosopher and soldier J. Glenn Gray thought of such keen soldiers as ‘soldier-killers’, possessing a ‘consuming lust which swallows up other pleasures’. Such people are denied, said Gray, ‘ … more normal satisfactions’.7 This study occasionally glimpses such people, but does not suggest that all combat personnel could or should become such ‘ultimate warriors’. Nevertheless, the encouragement of warriors to be lethal is essential.


The dilemma of encouraging lethality, and the ultimate warrior


There is a dilemma in the encouragement of such warriors for most modern societies. In peace they may be controversial figures who are perceived as too aggressive, too serious, and too potentially combative. As war is joined, they may be seen as infringing Rules of Engagement, or coming dangerously close to committing war crimes. As combat becomes heavier and closer, they emerge, like Mr Hyde, to take their place at the focus of battle, where after a time they are rewarded with honours and praise. In a little while they are pointed out as being an example to follow, and their actions are regarded with awe and admiration. When peace is joined, they are praised and feted, but regarded uneasily by some. Many of them are urged to quietly fade away to obscurity. After a while, their behaviour is criticised by a few, and then as peace lengthens, more join in that criticism, forgetting that they and their country may have been well saved by such men from annihilation.


Given that, when expert warriors are needed, a strategic battle needs someone like General Patton, and a tactical engagement needs someone like Audie Murphy, how are armed forces to solve the dichotomy of the necessary warrior in peace and war?


Playing by the rules


Firstly, we should understand that assaulting an enemy in wartime is not always a matter of fighting every day. Infantry combat is not all the stuff of engagement after engagement; terrified infantry crouching in trenches; tanks sweeping in squadrons towards each other; constant brave charges resulting in hand-to-hand combat, and so on. These things happen only occasionally. Movies have deceived the general public because they only present the exciting action scenarios. Anyone who has served in military forces knows of the boredom, incompetence and general SNAFU scenarios of military operations. After all, military operations contain enormous numbers of variables – such as equipment and planning – and all of this utilises humans, with all their usual problems: fear, lethargy, jealously, incompetence, self-serving scheming and more. The military analyst Carl von Clausewitz called this the ‘friction of war’. To get an operation mounted consists of manipulating all of this, and lots of waiting time: warfare in the field often consists of very little happening. ‘War,’ said World War II Marine EB Sledge, ‘is mostly waiting’.8 World War I Australian soldier Albert Jones was surprised at how little there was to do when he arrived in France in March 1916: he noted three months later that ‘it’s been one long rest since I hit France’. But then again, as a signaller he was experiencing a quiet time, because preparations were being made for the Somme campaign.9


For example, Henry Metelmann’s account of his World War II service in the Wermacht is remarkable for the amount of time he describes not being in combat, but patrolling, repairing his tank, being transported from place to place, and so on. And wars do not go from peace to savage combat the instant they are declared: the Boer War’s beginnings saw a respectful attitude taken on each side, with firing ceasing in order to take wounded away, and shouted ‘pleasantries’ between opposing positions.10 World War I saw the interesting spectacle in 1914 in Europe where both sides largely broke off combat for Christmas Day – an attitude that would not be seen again, for, as we shall see, lethality increases in proportion to the damage inflicted on one’s side.11 For the whole day, despite the preliminary exhortations from some officers to stop, along the Line many British and Germans talked, played football, swapped food and drink, and unofficially agreed that the truce would end at midnight.12 British officer Bruce Bairnsfather swapped buttons from his uniform with a German officer.13 It was different the next year. George Coppard was on the front line in December 1915 when an officer came to their position; specially commissioned with visiting the troops and telling them there was not to be a repetition of that break in the fighting this year. It was not necessary, thought Coppard:


Speaking for my companions and myself, I can categorically state that we were in no mood for any joviality with Jerry. In fact, after what we had been through since Loos, we hated his bloody guts. We were bent on his destruction at each and every opportunity for all the miseries and privations which were our lot. Our greatest wish was to be granted an enemy target worthy of our Vickers gun.14


Robert Graves tells of two other occasions when shouted conversations were held between the opposing sides, items exchanged, and so on.15 There are plenty of peaceful scenes in warfare. Infantry officer Siegfried Sassoon spent many an evening in France musing on the beauty of the dusk:


Wednesday, 6.15pm. On Crawley Ridge. Ormand up here in the redoubt with a few men. I relieve him while he goes down to get his dinner. Very still evening; sun rather hazy. Looking across to Fricourt; trench mortars bursting in the cemetery; dull white smoke floats slowly away over … green grass with buttercups and saffron weeds … Sky full of lark songs. Sometimes you can count thirty slowly and hear no sound of a shot; then the muffled pop of a rifle or a slamming 5.9 … 16


Tony Ashworth, in Trench Warfare, 1914–18: the Live and Let Live System, suggests17 that there were many ‘quiet sectors’ on the Western Front where aggressive action was not pursued. This is not surprising, though: in materiel terms the two sides could not fight for every hour of the day. In the European land theatres of WWI, for much of the time both sides refused to withdraw, and occasionally attacked, and so on, for the whole weary campaign. Australian soldier Barry Heard fought in Vietnam, and noted that battle was not as reported in the newspapers, where one engagement followed another. In fact, Heard observed, most of his infantry unit’s time was spent on ‘exhausting patrols’, with an ‘odd brief contact’ on occasion. 18


So combat is not characterised by firing at all and every appearance of the enemy. In many wars it is almost a staged scenario: they are mounting an attack, so we must defend. Next week we will assault. If we shell them, they will shell back, so let’s not open fire. CS Lewis – later, the famous children’s author – observed that this principle was still in effect in 1917 when he joined his infantry unit as a new officer to the War. He was being shown his unit’s position, and spotted some Germans in the far distance. On suggesting that a shot be taken with a rifle grenade, his sergeant acquiesced, but added that ‘ … once ‘ee start doing that kind of thing, ‘ee’ll get zummit back, zee?’19
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Courage in quantity is often the element most needed in close quarter combat. The Western Front of WWI saw men tested to their utmost as units fought out the war with enemy formations sometimes only yards away for weeks. Here Private J Hines, A Company, 45th Battalion, sits with his trophies obtained on the morning of the advance of the 4th and 13th Brigades at Polygon Wood, in the Ypres Sector, during the Third Battle of Ypres. AWM E00822


Adherence to unwritten rules is a constant factor in war. Eddie Rickenbacker describes an incident in 1918 where a German sniper in some woods fired on an American burial party and injured one soldier. The rest took their weapons and disappeared in the direction of the marksman, returning a little while later to finish the ceremony. Curious because he had not heard firing, the visiting officer then walked over to where the soldiers had gone, and found ‘ … the German sniper who had had the yellowness to fire upon a burial party. The man’s head was crushed flat with the butts of the doughboys’ guns.’20 One had to play by the rules, and engage in combat where appropriate. So lethality is not encouraged all of the time. Private George Coppard, fighting in France in WWI, noted that peace was a general enough rule, because ‘ … if one side started up any bloody nonsense, then the other would follow suit. And that’s how it was for days on end, except for snipers’.21


Some units may have been more accommodating than others, and some nationalities too. Arthur Gould Lee cites the time he was flying his Sopwith Pup over the Allied and German lines in World War I, and was puzzled to see grass growing in front of some trenches. He was low enough to be able to identify the uniforms: some of the troops below waved to him, and he identified them as Portuguese. ‘On this part of the front both sides had agreed to live and let live’.22 An Australian battalion assigned to a section of the Lines relieved the British ‘5th Yorks’. Upon inspecting their position and the enemy to the front, they were astonished to see two Germans in plain view in their sector, obviously an everyday occurrence. One of the Australian officers thought that things were about to change rapidly: ‘In a few days … it will be war to the teeth.’23


World War II, thought Infantryman Bill Mauldin, did not have the same level of live-and-let-live attitude; rather, the two sides hurled abuse or sarcastic comments at each other when within shouting distance. Nevertheless, there was still some sense of playing by the rules: he noted that if propaganda leaflets were fired at the enemy, the Americans would stop all firing while they were retrieved.24 There are countless scenarios, too, some of them outlined elsewhere in this work, where fighting stops to allow wounded to be recovered. Pleasantries may be even exchanged, but after a while, both sides return to their positions and the campaign returns to its daily routine: occasional sniping, infrequent ‘hates’, determined preparation, and inevitably the concentrated assault. All war has a rhythm.


Combat fulfilment


When extended combat is joined, it is often met with a keen willingness to fight. This is strange for the civilian, but understandable for soldiers. The Royal Navy toast, shared by its Canadian, New Zealand and Australian cousins – as used on a Friday night – is for ‘a willing foe and sea room’ – somewhat terrible to the outsider, and puzzling as well. However, this might be considered the toast of the warrior: one who has trained hard and long in the profession of arms. Now, those toasting say – if we are given an enemy who is just as willing, and sufficient ocean in order to bring about a battle, we may show our qualities and our mettle. So it is in many armed forces: an understandable desire to prove one’s worth. And so in a US movie theatre in North Carolina, when the commencement of the war was announced, all of the Marines present burst into their anthem ‘From the Halls of Montezuma’. They threw their hats in the air, and then ‘snake danced in the aisles’, according to one of their officers, who pondered: ‘Do the Japs know what they have started – if they could see the reactions of the Marines?’25


Many warriors accept what their job is – exterminating the enemy – and go about it with great efficiency. These are the ones who are the best at what they do. Sergeant J. Fitzpatrick in World War I recalled killing many men: ‘I probably shot off going on for a hundred rounds and I reckon at least 80 percent scored hits.’26 A German warrior was no less capable. He recalled that he ‘ … turned to the lower trench. It seethed with English. I fired off my cartridges so fiercely I pressed the trigger ten times at least after the last shot. A man next to me threw bombs among them as they scrambled to get away.’27


The infantry officer Robert Graves was a soldier who took his job seriously, and he seems to have been necessarily lethal in his behaviour. He reflected that he would not take unnecessary risks, but he had a job to do, and so he shot and bombed as was necessary for a competent infantry officer. He only once refrained from shooting a German when he had the opportunity, when sniping from a good position, when he spotted a German taking a bath in the ‘ … third line. I disliked the idea of shooting a naked man … ’ so he asked his sergeant to do the job.28 Private First Class George Niland said of the Japanese he was fighting on Okinawa: ‘Shooting one of those people was like picking up a piece of popcorn … it meant nothing emotionally.’29 Australian marksman Roland Griffiths-Marsh noted, when he first shot three, perhaps four Italian soldiers at a distance in North Africa: ‘I felt no emotion, only a combination of excitement and great concentration’.30 Marine officer Nicholas Warr observed the actions of a sniper team in the battle for Hue, Vietnam, and noted the tone of one of the marksmen as ‘ … no emotion in his voice, no indication of horror, or glory, or anything. He was merely reporting the facts’ as he told how he and his comrade had cold-bloodedly shot down four NVA soldiers.31 In the Falklands, British soldier Dominic Gray bayoneted one of the enemy ‘with almost obscene ease … the power surging within me was taking over. I was keen to get on, to take out more positions, to kill more enemy, to carry on without even taking cover’.32
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Raw courage. In Greece during April 1941 with pieces of unexploded bombs at his feet, a New Zealand soldier stands tall after a successful action. His unit shot down a German plane (left) with Bren guns. New Zealand troops fought with superb courage in the Greek mountain passes. AWM 007636


A memorial was erected after the end of World War II, by grateful locals, to the executive officer of the 589th Field Artillery Battalion of the US Army, a Lieutenant Wood. When his unit was mortared and scattered in the Battle of the Bulge, he took refuge in a wood on the bank of a river. For some weeks, and enlisting the support of other soldiers separated from their units, he attacked nearby German positions. When he was finally cornered and killed, he took seven Germans with him: their bodies were found close around him by local Belgian residents.33 Wood accepted that his duty was to cause the maximum amount of damage he could to the Germans; despite little support, being outnumbered and ill-equipped, his fight is testimony to soldiers’ abilities to fight and win as determined warriors. British soldier Lofty Large, in Korea, was equally determined. While serving as a British infantryman, he closed with an enemy soldier and bayoneted him. He found ‘mixed sensations of anger, fear, excitement, exultation’ all competing within himself, and also a ‘terrible determination’ that he would not be beaten.34 Second Lieutenant Peter Cochrane noted that in one of the first major fights he was involved in during World War II, he was in ‘a berserk state of rage at the machine-gunner because he had frightened me so badly’, and he killed that enemy soldier.35 Some 40 years later, Paratrooper Kevin Connery echoed the sentiment within his emotions as he bayoneted an Argentine soldier: ‘I was in a rage, doing my job, knowing that if I didn’t kill him it would be me dead’.36 US Marine EB Sledge looked into a bunker where a Japanese soldier had an automatic weapon set up – the resultant burst of fire just missed him as he ducked, and ‘my terror subsided into a cold, homicidal rage and a vengeful desire to get even’.37


Lofty Large noted that sheer determination was part of the ‘Glosters’: one man was seen to play dead until an enemy submachine-gunner jumped into his trench, whereupon he ‘came back to life’, disabled the enemy, and carried on with the enemy weapon. After the battle in which Large and others were finally defeated and taken prisoner, a Chinese officer who surveyed them and the scene of many enemy dead, commented that they were ‘Twelve thousand miles from home – and you fight like this. God help anyone who lands in England’.38 The British SAS were showing the same sort of spirit 30 years later in the Falklands: their commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Mike Rose said that one unit, detached to attack the Argentine aircraft at Port Stanley, were told three times to withdraw, and each time found a ‘strangely suspicious reason’ to ignore the order.39 British Army soldier Colonel Tim Jones, who fought in Iraq in 2003 with the Royal Irish Regiment, understood the need for aggression in his soldiers: ‘The Irish way is to be in the frontline … Why have an Irish regiment if you don’t expect them to behave like paddies? Our military culture in Ireland hasn’t changed in a thousand years. They still expect their chieftain to lead from the front.’40


The Japanese infantry in general in World War II were excellent fighters – determined, efficient, and extremely bloodthirsty. British General William Slim thought: ‘… there can be no question of the supreme courage and hardihood of the Japanese soldiers … I know of no army that could have equaled them’.41 A US Marine report was of the opinion that the Japanese were ‘ … well trained and disciplined army troops of exceptionally high morale and splendid physical condition’.42 Any illusions about their abilities and temerity were swept away after a few days of combat. On Okinawa, where the US Marines suffered extremely heavy casualties in taking the island, one platoon leader told new, ‘green’ replacements in no uncertain manner about the calibre of the enemy they faced:


Pointing his pistol at these bewildered lambs, he concluded, ‘And if I hear any bullshit about the Japs being lousy fighters, I’ll shoot you. If one of you motherfuckers says they can’t shoot straight, I’ll put a bullet between your fuckin’ eyes before they do.’43


Bob Neiman, the Executive Officer of the 1st Tank Battalion of the US Marine Corps, thought of the Japanese as ‘… tenacious, among the finest fighters in the world, next to the Marine Corps … well trained, well disciplined, with little regard for their own lives.’44 Japanese tenacity was often extremely strong, with the infantry holding their positions in the face of odds which would have broken the hearts of many Westerners. One account from a Japanese soldier describes advancing to the Allied positions at night in an effort not to take the ground – the Japanese unit was not strong enough for that – but to get the enemy to retreat enough so that the ammunition, food and equipment they left behind could be taken by the Japanese for their own use. Then they would go back to their own positions. Those who could not contribute through wounds were apologetic:


If he [was] heavily injured he would regret overtaxing his mates. Those men passed away saying, ‘Excuse me. I regret dying.’ They died apologizing and weeping. The battlefield takes the life of such brave men, and there is no way of helping them. We were short of food, but most distressing was that we did not have bullets. Still, we did not give up … 45


In Vietnam, Marine Jeff Kelly remarked on his own wish to get into combat, though he also noted his own remote experience in his first firef ght: ‘Tiny gray figures ran across a misty field and we knocked them down’.46 He thought that ‘War isn’t hell, it’s decent’, but also noted in later combat experiences his own feelings of fear and grief at the loss of comrades – which also made him more aggressive. Marine Johnnie Clark felt the same way about wanting a confirmed kill. ‘We searched for bodies but came up empty. I felt an odd sense of disappointment.’ Later, his first confirmed kill was a 14-year-old boy, part of an attacking force that the Americans defeated. Clark told one of his platoon: ‘I wanted a confirmed like I always wanted a touchdown and never got it. But that’s not the worst of it. I just don’t feel as bad about killing a kid as I should.’47 Australian soldier Barry Heard notes, of his unit’s reaction to their first kills in combat in Vietnam: ‘We mostly had a sense of success and pride at our proven war-like skills’. Later, he relates how a competition developed between the companies of his battalion to see who could score the most kills. 48 Heard notes his own participation dispassionately, although he also relates his psychiatric problems after the war. It’s an interesting comparison: revulsion later at what you have done, but at the time, is not such enthusiasm for combat necessary?


Underlying this reality is also the rule that if you want to be a winner and a survivor in infantry combat, then casual lethality, or everyday aggression, is the essence of the seasoned warrior. Marine company commander Martin Sexton thought that ‘Once a person has experienced actual combat and survived, the initial reaction is relief. But the soldier must avoid the trap of being too careful. An offensive can only be successful if it is conducted in an aggressive, unrelenting mode.’49 Peter Cochrane said that in face-to-face combat, ‘animal rage and a determination to survive at the other man’s expense were the driving forces’.50 Philip Caputo, in Vietnam, noted that the instinct for self-preservation turned a soldier into a ‘creature who destroys without hesitation or remorse whatever poses even a potential threat to his life’.51


Examination of a first-hand account such as The Storm of Steel provides plenty of examples. Written by Ernst Junger, who rose from trooper to officer on the Western Front in the German Army, it is matter-of-fact in its accounts:


… I saw an Englishman walking along over the top behind the third line of the enemy trenches. His khaki uniform showed up distinctly on the horizon. I seized the nearest rifle, sighted it at 600, got the man in the tip of the foresight, and then, aiming a bit in front of his head, I pulled the trigger. He went three steps, and then fell on his back …52


Junger describes similar incident after incident throughout his book, interspersed with time behind the Lines, getting shelled, and all of the other scenes familiar to anyone who has studied the Great War. But what is telling is his acceptance of his duty to kill the enemy, and how it was done every day, every hour, somewhere on the Front. His colleague Stephen Westman, serving as an infantryman, thought that it was the same for all nation’s soldiers: ‘They lose all sense of humane feeling in the fury of battle’. He mused further that all of them were ‘on the brink of insanity’, that there was no room for sentimentality, and that General Sherman’s observation on war was quite true: ‘War is cruelty and you cannot refine it’.53


The massive Battle of the Somme was so intense in terms of numbers of men employed that one would have expected massive casualties. Significantly for this argument, the attacks by the Allies commencing on 1 July 1916 were marked by ferocious fighting. Martin Middlebrook notes that very few of those who reached the German lines survived to be taken prisoner: ‘The British casualty figures were to show that very few of these men surrendered. They fought to the end and met unrecorded deaths in some squalid corner of a German trench’.54 A pitched battle sees more savagery than the day-to-day sniping of World War I trench life. A raid does too: the more widespread and important the cause, the more lethal are the warriors.


Lieutenant J. Annan, of the 1st/9th Battalion of the Royal Scots, described one assault in 1917 during the Ypres battle:


We didn’t have a single casualty until we got to Minty’s Farm. It was a strongpoint, an outpost, fortified by the Germans and bristling with machine-guns, but the Gordons had taken it. They took it with the bayonet, like wild things, and when we got to it the dead were lying all around. Germans, grey against the mud, all mixed up with the dead Gordons lying there in their kilts. But they’d taken it all right.55


For professional soldiers there is doubtless some acceptance of the idea that to dispatch the enemy is why you became a warrior, and that ideological imperatives are not so necessary as they might be for the hostilities-only soldier. Major Tom Bridges of the 4th Dragoon Guards was matter-of-fact about his place in the British Army and why he was there: Belgians, French or Germans – his job was combat, summed up by the cavalry’s motto of ‘We’ll do it; what is it?’56 Sergeant Major Basil Plumley, fighting in Vietnam – the third conflict he had fought in, the others being World War II and Korea – personifies the stoicism and matter-of-fact acceptance of combat that is shown by many a seasoned soldier. The Battle of Ia Drang was a furious engagement where thousands of Vietnamese were pitted against a depleted American battalion. Depicted in the film We Were Soldiers, the battle saw intense infantry-to-infantry combat, backed up by artillery attacks on both sides, and air support for the US soldiers. Throughout the battle Sergeant Major Plumley’s presence was a calm reassurance that indeed one can cope in a world dominated by unbelievable noise, stress, fear, and demands on one’s physical endurance. At one stage combat photographer Joe Galloway was flat on the ground taking cover from fire and he felt a boot in his ribs.


There, standing tall, was Sergeant Major Basil Plumley. Plumley leaned down and shouted over the noise of the guns: ‘You can’t take no pictures laying there on the ground, sonny.’ He was calm, fearless, and grinning. I thought: ‘He’s right. We’re all going to die anyway, so I might as well take mine standing up.’ I got up and began taking a few photographs.57


Where the enemy present themselves as a target, professional soldiers view their job of extermination as routine. A World War I soldier commented on a firing opportunity as


… an amazing sight … several platoons of infantry … behind them were groups of cavalry … (and) horse-drawn general service wagons and horse-drawn ambulances … We opened fire. The Lewis guns got busy and the enemy scattered. They had very little cover and no chance of survival … After a while nothing was moving …58


Brigadier-General FP Crozier accepted the necessary brutality of combat, and he condemned those officers who did not accept the need for aggression. ‘You must have those ‘butchers’ if a war is to be won or conducted with less distaste than might be otherwise. Delicacy and timidity are not virtues for the field of battle.’59 World War II 2nd Lieutenant Peter Cochrane noted that his company killed the enemy ‘methodically enough; the kick came from success in achieving the object’.60 In more modern times, sniper Sergeant Jack Coughlin noted of his job, when killing someone, ‘I feel nothing at all, other than a bit of professional satisfaction’.61


Pinned down by two machine-gun nests in the Vietnam battle for Hue, one Marine corporal calmly realised what was necessary to negate the enemy. He gathered as many grenades from as many wounded and dead Marines as possible, and without telling anyone, embarked on a one-man assault, taking out first one nest, then the other. He was wounded four times in the process.62


Bob Oslin, flying helicopter gunships in Vietnam, summed up the attitude of most who engage in combat as acceptance of the facts of the matter:


When I say that killing was easy, I don’t mean to sound flip or trivialize the impact on the psyche of this most horrendous act. My biggest surprise about my war experience was that, under those conditions, it was not more difficult to overcome the civilized veneer. I never served with anyone who seemed to derive pleasure from killing another person, but I also saw little evidence that it was a huge moral issue for most.


Oslin was flying a mission to chase Vietcong who had ambushed and killed some American and ARVN troops. They followed the trails of the VC from the battle into the open area under about two feet of water, and caught about 80 VC in a dozen large sampans with weapons and wounded. The VC started bailing out of the boats and firing at the two helicopters. Oslin recollected that it was the first time he had ever seen his target clearly, and during the attack he expended the helicopter machine-guns’ ammunition. The helicopters engaged at about a half-mile and made runs over the VCs’ heads. Oslin remembered: ‘I estimate that I killed at least a dozen. In hindsight, it was a little like spearing a fish in a barrel, but I had no problem morally or emotionally in killing them.’63


In summary, once front-line soldiers understand their job and get down to it, they are everyday dealers in life and death. Acceptance of the fact that ‘it is him or me’ marks their attitudes from that moment on. That is the true nature of their terrible but necssary occupation.
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Combat euphoria


Just wait until you kill one, then you’ll know how good it feels. I hope I get one every day.


US soldier on Okinawa after shooting his first enemy


Enjoying combat


Some soldiers like combat. Field Marshal Slim, when a junior officer, was clinical in analysing his feelings in shooting a Turk in 1917, noting that he felt a ‘ … most intense satisfaction’.1 Siegfried Sassoon in the same war tells in one battle of how adventurous he was feeling and how he and Lance-Corporal Kendle were ‘having great fun together’ in a trench fight.2 World War II battle surgeon Brendan Phibbs described how he saw the celebrations of an infantryman who had carried his rifle for two years and ‘today I got this Kraut right in the ring-sights’,3 leaving Phibbs in no doubt that he was a ‘profoundly happy, fulfilled man’. The surgeon reflected that this was ‘savage elation’ and that the man was also releasing frustrations at being shot at from long-range. And 2nd Lieutenant Peter Cochrane noted that he is ‘still ashamed of the inordinate pleasure I felt at hitting my man with a single round, 1000 yards on the sight’.4 Watching the firing of the 16-inch guns on a battleship, one WWII veteran thought: ‘There is a certain feeling, I don’t care who you are, a feeling of exultation about combat’.5 Australian soldier Andrew Barham thought that his time in combat in the East Timor campaign of the late 1990s was ‘the BEST high I’ve ever had’.6 Nora Stewart, interviewing Falklands veterans, had an NCO tell her that, ‘Lots of chaps resigned after we got back … They could never recapture those moments in battle. The Falklands was their highest moment in their lives and a peacetime Army would be too boring for them’.7


Dave Grossman has analysed the thrill of satisfaction that results from hitting the target. This can translate for some individuals into being able to avoid remorse altogether. 8 Avoiding remorse is to be applauded – not frowned upon, as seems to be the fashion today. In truth, it is a very real and necessary understanding.


Peter Young recalled that in one of the combat actions following D-Day in his Commando company, ‘ … everyone was enjoying the battle; rapid advances, short pauses to put down a withering fire …’9 In the same campaign, British Army Corporal Harry Bloodworth Smith climbed up the outside of a church tower to get at a sniper. He silently made his way in through one of the windows after seeing the sniper on the other side of the tower with his back to him. Smith crept up behind and bayoneted the man. ‘It was interesting. I’d enjoyed doing it, and although it was murder, I’d no regrets.’10 Brigadier Michael Carver, fighting in WWII, mused on whether he would ‘miss the intensity of an active life, lived to the full close of nature … I was afraid I might.’11 Soldiering on the Russian front in WWII was horrifying and dreadful, thought Guy Sajer, and he savoured the little leave he could get. But he also noted that, ‘It often strikes me with horror that peace is really extremely monotonous’.12 There are plenty of people like that around, even in more modern battle times, but the acceptance of, and praise for ferocious soldiers is muted in peacetime, and indeed can produce career-threatening action. In 2005:


A senior US Marine Corps General who said it was ‘fun to shoot some people’ should have chosen his words more carefully but will not be disciplined, military officials have said. Lieutenant General James Mattis, who led troops in Iraq and Afghanistan, made the comments at a conference on Tuesday in San Diego.


‘Actually it’s quite fun to fight them, you know. It’s a hell of a hoot. It’s fun to shoot some people. I’ll be right up front with you, I like brawling,’ said Lt Gen Mattis.


And he went on to describe openly and honestly the contempt he felt for the lack of warrior bravery in the people he was fighting. The unusual nature of the soldier’s remarks were reflected in the worldwide publicity they received, and for the condemnation from some circles. One commentator noted that ‘Gen. Mattis told the truth about a fundamental human activity – war – and was treated as though he had dropped a nuclear weapon on an orphanage’.13 The US Army, however – perhaps reflecting a trend towards acceptance of the war against terrorism being fought in that year, and the still-recent 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks – was circumspect in its castigation:


In a statement, General Michael Hagee, commander of the Marine Corps, praised Lt Gen Mattis as ‘one of this country’s bravest and most experienced military leaders’. ‘While I understand that some people may take issue with the comments made by him, I also know he intended to reflect the unfortunate and harsh realities of war,’ Gen Hagee said. ‘I have counseled him concerning his remarks and he agrees he should have chosen his words more carefully.’14


Some soldiers revel in the intense excitement and go looking for trouble. They are unusual enough. The writer CS Lewis noted that, in his service as an infantry officer in World War I, only one man ‘really longed for fighting’.15 Similarly, US paratrooper David Webster observed among his companions only one, Don Hoobler, who he thought ‘ … actually enjoyed fighting; he got a kick out of war.’ Hoobler volunteered for all of the patrols in combat, and avoided work when in garrison.16 Such warriors are rare, but do exist. Enthusiasm for testing a newly-issued bayonet was the cause of two of Cam Bennett’s fellow soldiers disappearing in the direction of the Japanese positions in New Guinea. The two highly experienced combat veterans sneaked up on two enemy sentries, shot one and bayoneted the other. Enraged soldiers from the Japanese position then chased them back to their own Line. The bayonet received a glowing report.17


Fulfilment


For many, the emotion is not so much enjoyment as satisfaction at doing a job properly; a sense of fulfilment in utilising their training, and of relief that they were able to do the job. They may have been very fearful that they could not. All of this produces a sense of ‘getting the job done’, which sounds strange to civilians. Even those new to combat can find it a little unsettling: as Ludovic Kennedy, who had joined the Royal Navy to become a sea-going officer, noted on board HMS Tartar (one of the destroyers hunting the German battleship Tirpitz): ‘ To my surprise I found this prospect wonderfully exhilarating, and prayed that the opportunity for it might come’.18 Australian soldier Ted Mofflin was able to shoot a Turk dead in the landings at Gallipoli with his first round fired in combat, and noted: ‘I was that pleased I could have danced on his body’.19


Lieutenant Bill Little was in his Sherman tank when the squadron caught up with some German forces on D-Day:


The excitement was just fantastic, and I talked to my other tank and said ‘Let ‘em have it’. Well, then, it was just a real bird shoot … This was the first time we’d actually hit German soldiers and the exhilaration, after all the years of training, the tremendous feeling of lift, of excitement, of exhilaration, it was like the first time you go deer hunting.20


George MacDonald Fraser, later a famous author, noticed with interest his own reactions as a World War II infantryman in combat: ‘The joy of hitting him was the strongest emotion I felt that day …’21 and thought that some men enjoyed it to a degree, and most felt satisfaction in battle. Later he reflected further and thought that killing in combat was ‘exciting’ and that most soldiers found it so; when ‘the blood-lust would take them hot and strong … the truth is that he gets a kick out of it’. 22 These emotions are often suppressed for a variety of reasons, including Christian teaching, unpleasant memories of violence, the wish not to be thought a psychopath, and a total failure by those outside the military to understand combat. A US soldier on Okinawa exhibited a marked change in his demeanour due to shooting his first Japanese. Another soldier remarked on the change in his attitude, and the man answered: ‘Just wait until you kill one, then you’ll know how good it feels. I hope I get one every day’.23 US soldiers on Okinawa succeeded in blocking off some Japanese positions so that there was no escape, and then the heavy weapons company set up their water-cooled machine-guns. According to one witness: … it seemed like they would never stop shooting. Some of them were laughing and chortling all the while they were killing anything that moved … I was disgusted with their glee.’ 24 US soldiers fighting in 1945 watched one of their snipers hit a German up ahead in an exposed position. The wounded soldier tried to crawl back into cover, and the sniper hit him twice more, each time to the ‘whoops and shouts’ of his comrades.25


PFC John Bishop wrote of his first combat in Korea: ‘ … up on a mountain, we spotted a gook FO. About twenty of us shot the shit out of him. It made me feel good because I was in on my first kill.’26 Vietnam Marine Johnnie Clark was in his first combat under mortar fire, and remembers he was face down waiting for ‘the pain’ when he heard the command for his M-60 to go forward: ‘Guns up!’ His section leader yelled and ran forward and ‘His shout went through me like a shot of adrenaline. Suddenly I wasn’t terrified any more … an odd sense of exhilaration, almost pleasure, pounded through my system …’27


Vietnam Marine Jeff Kelly was part of a situation where advancing enemy forces in open ground were an easy target for the Americans, and ‘ … men were taking the time to adjust shooting slings on their arms’ and ‘the competition for confirms was fierce’. Then an officer ‘ruined everything’ by calling in an artillery strike, provoking a disgruntled response from the men: ‘‘Fucking officers always gotta hog everything for themselves,’ they said, staring directly at him.’28 The soldiers were engaging in what they had been trained and encouraged to do; human beings had become mere targets, and the men were probably enjoying themselves. This is anathema to many, but it is part of the truth of close combat. Philip Caputo experienced frustration for weeks and months on end in Vietnam, with the enemy engaging from a distance. So when a full engagement was made it was with ‘the manic ecstasy of contact’; he analysed his own feelings and felt happy.29


What needs underlining in this discussion, however, is that infantry have to be aggressive in combat if they wish to win. Given too, that their survival depends on them firing before the enemy does, an effective infantryman is necessarily quick on the trigger. German senior NCO Oberfeldwebel Hans Erich Braun, beating a fighting retreat with his unit back across Europe, said: ‘Often, we were accused of fighting fanatically, but we had long since learned the lesson, that one thing alone counts in war: to fire first, by a fraction of a second, and kill; or otherwise, be killed oneself’.30 Sergeant Gariepy of the Canadian Army agreed: ‘It was necessary to appear ruthless in every action, each incident a case of ‘his life or mine’’.31


This fierceness is reflected in the almost omnipresent aggressiveness developed in training soldiers. British soldiers sailing south for the Falklands were proudly and fiercely aggressive. To the tune of the Cliff Richard hit, ‘Summer Holiday’, members of 42nd Commando sang32 (with some translation alongside):





	We’re all going to the Malvinas,

	– the Argentine name for the islands
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