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Preface

This is not a history of war reporting; rather it is a study of six leading war correspondents put into the context of modern war. All were different in their approach to their task, yet all faced similar problems: they covered wars which were fought far away from their home base, they had to deal with the vagaries of editorial control and they all had to face the uncertainties of military or political censorship. All of them, too, wrote books about their experiences, thereby making substantial contributions to the history of war literature. With the exception of Colonel Repington of The Times, all were front-line reporters, that is, war correspondents who accompanied British armies into combat and who then wrote first-hand accounts of battle. Repington was a military correspondent, a desk-bound commentator whose forte was analysis, but I have included him because his account of the Shells Crisis of 1915 was initiated during a visit to the front line.

I owe several debts of gratitude to those who have helped me to prepare this book. Mrs Patricia Cockburn kindly read the chapter on Claud Cockburn and the Spanish Civil War and made a number of helpful corrections and observations. The chapter on Chester Wilmot and the Second World War could not have been written but for the generous help given to me by Mrs Edith Wilmot, who not only made me an extended loan of her husband’s papers but also commented on my findings. The chapter on James Cameron and the Korean War was read by the doyen of British journalists, Sir Tom Hopkinson, and Tony Carter of Thames Television added a number of suggestions about the Korean War. They all have my thanks.

I acknowledge with thanks permission to include in this volume quotations from: Claud Cockburn, Cockburn Sums Up (Quartet Books, London, 1981); Michael Herr, Dispatches (Pan Books), Copyright © Michael Herr, 1968, 1969, 1970, 1979; Phillip Knightley, The First Casualty (Andre Deutsch, 1975); Eric Linklater, Our Men in Korea (HMSO, 1952); George Orwell, ‘Looking Back on the Spanish Civil War’, (The Estate of the Late Sonia Brownwell Orwell and Secker and Warburg Ltd); Chester Wilmot, contributions to War Report (Reproduced from War Report, D-Day to VE Day, edited by Desmond Hawkins with the permission of BBC Enterprises Ltd). For any errors or omissions, I naturally and formally apologise.

I should like to thank the following for permission to reproduce illustrations: BBC Hulton Picture Library (1, 2, 7, 8, 10, 11, 14, 15, 16, 19); The City of London School (4); Illustrated London News (3, 5, 6); Imperial Museum (12, 17, 18, 20, 21, 23); Irish Times (13); National Army Museum (9).


Chapter One

The Newly Invented Curse to Armies

WAR has always exercised a hold on man’s imagination and yet, until fairly recent times, it tended to be regarded as a distant and glorious affair conducted by small numbers of heroic men in faraway places. Once the fighting had come to a stop the battles could be romanticised and the soldiers immortalised as heroes. War was also a significant area of human development, difficult to ignore, and from the beginnings of recorded history writers have been fascinated by the exploits of men in armed combat. The Athenian historian Thucydides left a brilliant narrative of the disastrous war which Athens waged against Sparta; a serving soldier himself, he used his experience of battle together with eye-witness accounts to fashion compelling descriptions of war which have retained their freshness and orginality many centuries later. Like his fellow historian Herodotus, who flourished earlier in the 5th century BC, Thucydides understood the importance of collecting first-hand accounts, testing them for accuracy as far as was possible, and then arranging them into an agreeable narrative. Although pure historians have questioned his methods, Thucydides did at least face up to the problem of using contemporary reports, based largely on oral accounts, and of placing them in an historical perspective.

From the very beginning then, literature has wanted to be in on the action, for war has not only been a fascinating subject, it has been—and remains—a popular one. In the preface to his translation of Homer’s Iliad in 1715, Alexander Pope expressed the fancy that his readers would be interested as much by the violent imagery as by the poetry itself.


Nothing is so surprising as the descriptions of Homer’s battles, which take up no less than half the Iliad, and are supplied with so vast a variety of incidents that no one bears a likeness to another; such different kinds of deaths, that no two heroes are wounded in the same manner; and such a profusion of noble ideas, that every battle rises above the last in greatness, horror and confusion.



On that level it is Homer’s ability to describe violent death in gory detail that interested Pope; certainly his own translation, however loose it might be, did not attempt to avoid the horrors of warfare and the bloody results of close-quarter combat.


Next Erymas was doomed his fate to feel:

His opened mouth received the Cretan steel;

Beneath the brain the point a passage tore,

Crashed the thin bones, and drowned the teeth in gore.

His mouth, his eyes, his nostrils, pour a flood;

He sobs his soul out in the gush of blood.

(XVI, 414-419)



Homer was writing within a tradition which regarded warfare and killing as heroic activities: the hero was praised for organising death and destruction and combat was seen as an essential component of organised society. Early poets, or bards, were employed to record the exploits of the winning side in a battle and many of the best lines in Anglo-Saxon poetry are those concerned with descriptions of fighting. Even when the result was hardly glorious, as in The Battle of Maldon, the poet could moralise the causes of defeat and pour scorn on those who failed to live up to the ideal of the true warrior. Although the poem is concerned more with the ancient Germanic heroic code, it also provides a dramatic account of the battle which took place at the River Blackwater (Pant) in Essex on 10 August 991 when an invading Danish army was opposed by Byrhtnoth, ealdorman of Essex. The audience would be familiar with the facts of the battle and would respond to the powerful statement of fidelity and determination shown by Byrhtnoth’s supporters in their attempts to avenge his death.

In the Anglo-Saxon and Celtic traditions the heroic ideal of the reckless warrior became an important myth, capable of sustaining the leadership of the nation and its army—the Old English word folc means both, the idea being interchangeable in early times. The poets who were paid to write about the fighting prowess of their chiefs also saw battle and were able to bring to their accounts the kind of first-hand description demanded by their audiences. For those people war and free-booting were a natural mode of life, and the accounts of the heroic activities of the warrior caste were expressed in straightforward and functional stories which were passed on from one generation to the next. Thus the account of a battle created by the poet who had witnessed it would be kept alive in the collective consciousness of the clan or tribe and its freshness would not be lost by countless retellings.

In Gaelic Scotland the tradition survived into relatively modern times; for example, the poet Iain Lom’s description of the Battle of Inverlochy, fought between the Clan Campbell and Montrose’s Highland and Irish forces, on 2 February 1645, has all the economy and vigour of a piece of journalism.


Alasdair of sharp, biting blades,

if you had the heroes of Mull with you,

you would have stopped those who got away,

as the dulse-eating rabble took to their heels.

Alasdair, son of handsome Colla,

skilled hand at cleaving castles,

you put to flight the Lowland pale-face:

what kale they had taken came out again.

You remember the place called the Tawny Field?

It got a fine dose of manure;

not the dung of sheep or goats,

but Campbell blood well congealed.



Iain Lom was present at the battle, fighting in Montrose’s army, and his narrative is contained in a carefully phrased long poem written with skill and learning. Elsewhere in the poem Iain Lom, a fierce Royalist, takes the opportunity to exult over the defeat of the hated Clan Campbell and to indulge in some pro-Royalist boasting, but it is the sharp imagery of his descriptions of battle and his controlled use of language that give this piece of war literature its edge. His directness of utterance, his urgency of expression and his pointed comments on the cut and thrust of battle are all necessary ingredients in any successful account of warfare.

The advent of modern weapons of war from the 15th century onwards helped to make war less heroic and more mechanical, reducing armed combat to an impersonal, almost clinical activity. Where there was honour in sword-play, ran the argument of those who recorded war, there was only horror and degradation in the bullet and the cannon-ball. The new technology of warfare also helped to change the face of war literature. Some writers reacted to the new conditions with awe and presented realistic pictures of the violence of modern combat—into this category falls Samuel Daniel’s The Civil Wars between the two Houses of York and Lancaster (1609) with its realistic description of ‘artillerie, th’ infernall instrument, new-brought from hell’. Daniel was appalled by this modern engine of war and his readers were doubtless as astonished by his descriptions of artillery fire as recent generations have been by photographs of nuclear explosions. Other 17th-century writers, like Samuel Butler, John Donne and John Milton, attacked the heroic tradition of personal combat but were also prepared to admit that war could be a necessary evil. Their belief that war was not a noble activity but a means to an end connects them to later thinking on the nature of warfare. From their time onwards war literature has become conspicuous by its subject matter and tone, exercising as peculiar a fascination on the consciousness as war itself.

For many people who have never come into contact with the battlefield, war literature has become one of their principal means of gauging the reality of armed combat. Men who fought in the First World War have admitted that many of their ideas of service and patriotism were furnished by writers like G. A. Henty and Rudyard Kipling. Poems as different in appeal as Tennyson’s Charge of the Light Brigade, Newbolt’s Vitae Lampada or Brooke’s Peace have also helped to stiffen the backbones of men facing enemy fire for the first time in their lives. Even hideously graphic descriptions of battle and violent death find a place in the mythology of war and many soldiers have found them to be a helpful exorcism. Siegfried Sassoon’s Memoirs of an Infantry Officer contains frightening descriptions of trench warfare; V. M. Yeates’s Winged Victory is a grim account of the lot facing bomber pilots during the First World War; both leave the reader in little doubt that war is a hellish business, yet both are popular books, classics of their kind, Partly, their success can be traced to the vicarious interest man has always taken in war, partly too, they are well written and highly charged accounts; but, above all, they provide the reader with a credible image of what it is like to be at the sharp end of battle.

In recent times the photographer and the war artist have fulfilled a similar function. Traditionally, the war artist’s painting could only be an illusory representation of battle, sanitised by time and distance—one thinks in this respect of Stanley Berkeley’s evocative, though highly stylised, painting of the charge of the 21st Lancers at Omdurman, all carefully posed horses and elegantly butchered men. To the soldier, who witnessed battles subsequently immortalised in paintings, the artist’s vision was often at odds with history. Was it really possible for the charging horses to have been so carefully orchestrated? Did men cut down by the Dervishes die so cleanly? Obviously in most cases the artist had to put his creative instincts before the demands of historical accuracy, a colourful and heroic picture being considered more admirable than the reality of smoke, screams and broken bodies.

Although photographs brought a new immediacy to the art of reporting battles, even this new means of communication created fresh problems. Photographs of heroic action or of stubborn resistance were one thing but pictures of the hideously maimed dead were quite another. Many photographs taken during the First World War, for example, were not published at the time for the good reason that they might have discouraged young men from volunteering for service in the armed forces. The photographers, too, tended to focus on dramatic events rather than on the detritus of battle, with the result that however hideous might be the subject matter, there is a terrible beauty in the final result. Robert Capa’s famous photograph of the death of a Republican soldier is a realistic depiction of that moment when a bullet sunders the life of a human being, yet it is also rightly regarded as a work of supreme artistry captured under difficult conditions.fn1 (‘If your picture wasn’t any good, you’re not standing close enough,’ Capa would claim. He also covered the Second World War and was killed in action during the war in Indo-China.) Similarly, the photograph of the frigate HMS Antelope exploding in San Carlos Water during the Falklands campaign of 1982 provided evidence of the efficacy of modern high explosives but there is, too, a beautiful symmetry to the explosion which helps to distance the viewer from the event itself. Photographs like that bring a dramatic intensity to our understanding of war, but, being vignettes, they can never tell the whole story. That can only come from the detached reporter at the seat of war, from the newspaper writers who came to be known as war correspondents.

The first known newspaper or newsletter to appear in English was a single-sheet publication known as the Corrant out of Italy, Germany &c which was printed in Amsterdam in 1620; the first English journal containing home news, The Heads of Severall Proceedings In this Present Parliament, did not appear until November 1641. It was followed by a proliferation of newspapers, broadsheets and journals which fed the public demand for news during the Royalist and Parliamentary civil war of 1642-1649. By 1645, 14 newspapers were on sale in London. Four years later a printing law silenced all but two officially recognised publications, the Mercurius Politicus and The Publick Intelligencer, but by then the age of the modern newspaper had been ushered in with its reliance on features, political argument, reports from other parts of the country and human-interest stories. (In Scotland the earliest recorded newspaper was the Mercurius Scoticus of 1651.)

From the very outset the men who ran those early publications had to be a phlegmatic breed. Marchamont Nedham, the editor of Mercurius Politicus, had to flee to Holland in 1660, having offended political opinion in England and his place was taken by Henry Muddiman who went on to found the first real English newspaper as we know it today, The Oxford Gazette. It was first published in November 1665, the court then being at Oxford; a year later it became the London Gazette and survives to this day as a record of official appointments under the direction of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office. In an attempt to curb the powers of men like Nedham and to encourage editors of Muddiman’s ideas, the new newspapers were subjected by successive governments to a variety of restrictions. There was a tax on paper, thus limiting most 18th-century newspapers to four pages; a tax on advertisements, rapidly emerging as a major source of income; and a Stamp Duty which was not repealed until 1855. Nevertheless, by the reign of Queen Ann and throughout the century the newspapers continued to establish themselves as a powerful means of mass communication. Much of the news might have been ‘meagre tidings of what had happened long before, or never happened at all’, but the very existence of these early newspapers fed a hunger for news. Much was copied from the foreign press or pirated from rivals and a vogue grew for publishing travellers’ letters. Advances in technology also changed the face of the newspapers themselves: mechanical typesetting in 1838, the rotary press in 1846, photolithography in 1852, half-tone illustrations in 1871, the Linotype keyboard in 1884. By the mid-19th century most London newspapers had steam presses and the age of mass circulation had begun.

By then, too, the first war correspondents—or ‘specials’ as they were known—had appeared on the scene. The man to claim the honour of being the first ever war correspondent was a barrister called Henry Crabb Robinson who wrote for The Times, founded in 1785. A friend of the English poets Wordsworth, Coleridge, Hazlitt and Lamb, Robinson was also a German scholar and it was this latter interest which persuaded John Walter, the newspaper’s proprietor, to send him to Germany in 1807 to cover Napoleon’s campaign along the River Elbe.

Robinson’s first report ‘from the seat of war’ came from Napoleon’s victory over the Russians at the Battle of Friedland but he hardly proved himself to be an industrious journalist. His despatch took several weeks to reach London and he did not trouble himself to visit the scene of the battle, preferring instead to rely on information picked up in Altona near Hamburg where he was staying. Nevertheless, the novelty of providing news from a faraway war persuaded Walter to send Robinson to Europe again in the following year to record the arrival of Sir David Baird’s troops sent to reinforce Sir John Moore’s army at Corunna. Robinson duly reported the ensuing battle for The Times but once more he stayed away from the scene, content to use the accounts published in the local newspapers. His last despatch did not mention either the British victory or the death of Moore. Robinson was not asked to write any further despatches and he returned to London to lead a successful life as a man of letters and critic, dying in 1867 at the age of 92. Curiously, this first British war correspondent was distantly related to Lord Kitchener, who kept up a life-long hostility to the presence of journalists on the battlefield: Robinson’s brother Habbakuk married Elizabeth Kitchener, the future field marshal’s great-aunt.

Kitchener was neither the first nor the last soldier to bemoan the appearance of the war correspondent. The Times’s experiment of appointing a writer to cover the conflict in Europe had been copied by other publications with the result that it did not take long for senior army officers to question the presence of civilian correspondents accompanying their men on the line of march. From the very beginning there were strained relations between the newspapermen and the military—witness this letter written by Sir Arthur Wellesley, the army’s commander in Spain, to Lord Liverpool, the government’s Secretary for War.


I beg to draw your Lordship’s attention to the frequent paragraphs in the English Newspapers, describing the position, the numbers, the objects, the means of attaining them possessed by the armies in Spain and Portugal. In some instances the English Newspapers have accurately stated, not only the regiments occupying a position, but the number of men fit for duty of which each regiment was composed; and this intelligence must have reached the enemy at the same time as it did me, at a moment at which it was most important that he should not receive it.



Quite how the information was helping the enemy in France was unclear for all news took several days to reach London by ship and coach, but Wellesley’s admonition set the seal on the problem which all future war correspondents would have to face. As a privileged civilian the war correspondent is in a position to watch the army at work without having to do any of that work himself. Even in battle, when the soldier and the reporter share many of the same dangers and discomforts, that closeness is not a guarantee of mutual sympathy. The soldier, after all, is a professional, bound by his duty and loyalty to obey orders and to take risks; the war correspondent is a spectator compelled to remain on the battlefield only to get a good story. To the army this can often look like a war correspondent cashing in on the soldier’s experience; to the newspaper proprietor or editor that is precisely the reason for the correspondent’s presence. This clash of interests leads to a further problem: in the army’s eyes the information gleaned by the correspondent and then published in his newspaper can appear to be a threat to security. In that case the war correspondent not only seems to be writing voyeuristically about dangers suffered by others, in certain circumstances he could be regarded as adding to them.

Military censorship was not to be introduced until later in the 19th century but the dilemma of whether to withhold strategically important facts or to report them in the national interest existed from the very beginning. On the one hand military leaders were used to conducting their wars in foreign countries far from the gaze of the inquisitive British public: they regarded war correspondents as an unnecessary imposition and as a possible threat to security. On the other hand newspaper owners, encouraged by changes in production technology, new means of distribution and improvements in communication, knew that war reports helped to sell their products: they wanted their correspondents to gather in the latest and most controversial or exciting stories ‘from the seat of war’. If these circumvented official obstructions, then so much the better.

The problem came into focus in 1854 when Britain went to war against Russia in the Crimea, the first European war the country had fought in nearly 40 years. By then, war correspondents had established themselves as a necessary adjunct to any military campaign and most of the intervening conflicts in Europe had been covered by the London press. Charles Lewis Guneison of the Morning Post occupies an important place in the history of war reporting for his front-line reports from the Spanish Civil War of 1835-1837: so comprehensive and up-to-date were his despatches that when he was taken prisoner he faced execution as a Carlist spy and only the intervention of Lord Palmerston saved him from the firing squad. He claimed to be the first real war correspondent in that he actually reported from the scene of battle, whereas Robinson relied on the accounts of others; but the father of the modern war correspondent was William Howard Russell who covered the Crimean War for The Times.

At the time of the war in the Crimea modern technology was beginning to catch up with journalism; in particular, the invention of the electric telegraph in the 1840s spelled the end of the leisurely written despatch and introduced a new urgency to news gathering. To facilitate communication between the battlefront and the British and French capitals a telegraph line had been extended to Varna in Bulgaria: at a stroke news of war was only hours away from the newspaper readers of Europe. Its introduction also meant that the most successful war correspondent was the man who not only uncovered the best stories but who was then able to transmit them fastest back to home base. Russell never accustomed himself to using the telegraph, being unwilling to commit his stories to instant communication with London before he had time to check his facts. ‘I cannot describe to you the paralysing effect of sitting down to write a letter after you have sent off the bones of it by lightning,’ he once complained to John Thadeus Delane, the editor of The Times. That reluctance did not interfere with his sense of professionalism, though, and he used the telegraph to good effect in September 1855 when he was the first to report the long-awaited fall of Sebastopol after its yearlong siege.
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Russell writing a despatch from the Crimea. Florence Nightingale is seen in the background.

Russell fell into journalism almost by accident. He was born on 28 March 1820 in Lily Vale, County Dublin, and was educated at Trinity College, Dublin, with the ambition of being called to the bar. Fate intervened in 1841 when a cousin, John Russell, arrived in Ireland to cover the elections, for The Times and, finding himself overstretched, epgaged his young relative to assist him. Knowing not a little about the impassioned and frequently violent nature of Irish electioneering, William Howard Russell made a good fist of the job and as a result he was asked by Delane to join his staff in the Press Gallery of the House of Commons in London. It was a good offer. The Times had outdistanced its rivals both in its circulation and in its editorial content; it sold twice as many copies a day as its competitors and it prided itself on the accuracy of its news coverage. More importantly, perhaps, it had at its helm a shrewd and capable editor in Delane. As his new boss had made it clear that working for The Times was akin to enjoying the membership of an exclusive club whose prestige outweighed any shortcomings in pay, Russell wisely kept up his legal studies while working as a part-time journalist. (The Lobby correspondents only worked while Parliament was in session.) In 1846 he married and, finding his income to be insufficient, switched his allegiance to the Morning Chronicle, an ill-judged move because the newspaper fell into financial difficulties a year later. Delane then persuaded Russell to return to The Times and for the next 20 or so years he was to be a regular contributor to its pages. In all, Russell was to cover five major campaigns for The Times and the Daily Telegraph, in so doing winning five campaign medals; and he was knighted for his services to journalism in 1895, twelve years before his death on 10 February 1907.

When Delane suggested to Russell that he accompany the British Army to the Crimea in 1854 the prospect seemed rosy enough. A very agreeable excursion with handsome pay and allowances was how it was put to him in the editor’s office. In the event Russell was to remain in the Crimea for the duration of the war—apart from one short break—and by the time he had returned to London in 1856 he had secured himself a place in history. Not only had he reported all the major battles with a clarity and accuracy which brought the war into the homes of the British upper classes, but his frank revelations of military incompetence changed the face of the war and brought about radical changes in the army’s attitudes towards the treatment of the men.

Russell gave early notice of his intentions in one of his first despatches to Delane, describing the chaos which awaited the British troops at their first stopping-off point in Gallipoli.


The men suffered exceedingly from cold, Some of them, officers and privates, had no beds to lie upon. None of the soldiers had more than their single regulation blanket. They therefore reversed the order of things and dressed to go to bed, putting on all their spare clothing before they tried to sleep. The worst thing was the continued want of comforts for the sick. Many of the men labouring under diseases contracted at Malta were obliged to stay in camp in the cold, with only one blanket under them, as there was no provision for them at the temporary hospital.1



He campaigned for changes to be made in the men’s uniform to allow for the change in climate—hot in the summer, bitterly cold in winter—and at home his strictures were backed up by Delane. ‘Continue as you have done, to tell the truth, and as much of it as you can,’ the editor told his reporter, ‘and leave such comment as may be dangerous to us, who are out of danger.’ As could be expected the strength of feeling expressed in Russell’s despatches did not win him many friends in the British high command. He was regarded with a good deal of contempt, as a mere parasite who got in the way and who contributed nothing to the war effort. Early in the campaign he was denied food and transport and it was only Delane’s intervention which put Russell and his fellow correspondents on a regular footing in the British camp. (Russell was accompanied by Thomas Chenery, also of The Times, Nicholas Woods of the Morning Herald and J. A. Crowe of the Illustrated London News.)

Ostensibly the British were in the Crimea with their French and Turkish allies to prevent further Russian encroachment into central Europe and the near east but it was a task for which they were ill-equipped. The administration of the army had changed little since the time of Napoleonic wars and the commander-in-chief, Lord Raglan, was an elderly administrator whose best years were behind him. From the very outset Russell was convinced that this mild-mannered man was the wrong choice of leader; while admitting his personal courage and his dignified bearing, Russell questioned whether this ‘brave and gallant gentleman ever possessed the ability to conceive and execute large military plans’.

Following a fitful summer spent in Bulgaria the allies moved to the Crimea in September 1854. The move made little sense as the Turks had already cleared the Russians from their borders and the allies’ immediate strategy of capturing the Crimean peninsula and its huge fortress of Sebastopol was highly questionable. To begin with, though, things went tolerably well. The Russians were repulsed at the Battle of the River Alma where the war could have been won, had not Raglan given way to French indecision. Instead of following up their advantage, the allies dithered, allowing the Russians to slip into Sebastopol and to bring up reinforcements. Initially, the allies thought to sit tight and besiege the fortress but the Russians’ strength of numbers and their own inability to complete the investment involved them in two bloody battles which saw some of the fiercest fighting of the campaign—Balaclava and Inkerman. The battles were also famous for the stand of the 93rd Highlanders who faced unflinchingly the Russian heavy cavalry, and for the equally heroic, though melancholy, charge of the Light Brigade against the Russian guns. Of the Highlanders’ action, which occurred in the early stages of Balaclava, Russell had nothing but praise.


The heavy brigade in advance is drawn up in two lines. The first line consists of the Scots Grays [sic] and their old companions in glory, the Enniskillens [sic]; the second of the 4th Royal Irish, of the 5th Dragoon Guards, and of the 1st Royal Dragoons. The Light Cavalry Brigade is on their left, in two lines also. The silence is oppressive; between the cannon bursts one can hear the champing of bits and the clink of sabres in the valley below. The Russians on their left drew breath for a moment, and then in one grand line dashed at the Highlanders. The ground flies beneath their horses’ feet; gathering speed at every stride, they dash on towards that thin red streak topped with a line of steel. The Turks fire a volley at 800 yards, and run. The Russians come within 600 yards, down goes that line of steel in front, and out rings a thundering volley of Minié musketry. The distance is too great; the Russians are not checked, but still sweep onwards with the whole force of horse and man, through the smoke, here and there knocked over by the shot of our batteries above. With breathless suspense every one awaits the bursting of the wave upon the line of Gaelic rock; but ere they come within 150 yards, another deadly volley flashes from the levelled rifle, and carries death and terror into the Russians. They wheel about, open files right and left, and fly back faster than they came. “Bravo, Highlanders! well done,” shout the excited spectators; but events thicken. The Highlanders and their splendid front are soon forgotten, men scarcely have a moment to think of this fact, that the 93rd never altered their formation to receive that tide of horsemen. “No,” said Sir Colin Campbell, “I did not think it worthwhile to form them even four deep!” The ordinary British line, two deep, was quite sufficient to repel the attack of these Muscovite cavaliers.



The ‘thin red streak’ emerged again as the more felicitous ‘thin red line’ in Tennyson’s lines about the action and established itself as a cliché of Victorian jingoism, but Russell’s newspaper reports were already beginning to make a different kind of impact on the public at home. For the first time the newspaper reader was being brought face to face with the reality of war and, as Russell made clear, stark facts did not always make the prettiest of pictures.


A shell came right among the staff—it exploded in Captain Somerset’s horse, ripping him open; it then struck down Captain Gordon’s horse and killed him at once, and then blew away General Strangway’s leg, so that it hung by a shred of flesh and bit of cloth from the skin. The poor old General never moved a muscle of his face. He said merely in a gentle voice, “Will anyone be kind enough to lift me off my horse?” He was taken down and laid on the ground, while his life-blood ebbed fast, and at last he was carried to the rear.
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Queen Victoria’s little wars of Empire. Gordon Highlanders skirmishing in Afghanistan.

Strangways was in command of the Royal Artillery detachments at Inkerman and was riding beside Raglan when he received his fatal wound; after being told by a surgeon that his case was hopeless, the old general said simply, ‘Then let me die among my gunners.’ The Russian casualties at Inkerman were five times those suffered by the allies but it was an indecisive battle and with winter fast approaching the long siege of Sebastopol entered its most disagreeable stage. With storms and blizzards raging round them, the British and French forces prepared to face up to a dreadful winter, woefully ill-equipped, lacking proper quarters and clothes, short of food and without the most elementary medical facilities. Cholera, dysentery and malaria added to the miseries of the cold and starving troops. Of the 56,000-strong Anglo-French army which wintered in Crimea in 1854-1855, nearly 14,000 spent time in hospital where they languished in conditions of unimaginable horror. Russell was by then in no mood to keep this information to himself.


Hundreds of men had to go into the trenches at night with no covering but their greatcoats, and no protection for their feet but their regimental shoes. The trenches were two and three feet deep with mud, snow and half-frozen slush.

As to the town itself [Balaclava], words could not describe its filth, its horrors, its hospitals, its burials, its dead and dying Turks, its crowded lanes, its noisome sheds, its beastly purlieus, or its decay. The dead, laid out as they died, were lying side by side with the living, and the latter presented a spectacle beyond all imagination. The commonest accessories of a hospital were wanting; there was not the least attention paid to decency or cleanliness – the stench was appalling – the foetid air could barely struggle out to taint the atmosphere, save through the chinks in the walls and roofs, and, for all I could observe, these men died without the least effort to save them. They were laid just as they were let gently down upon the ground by the poor fellows, their comrades, who brought them on their backs from the camp with the greatest tenderness, but who were not allowed to remain with them. The sick appeared to be tended by the sick, and the dying by the dying.



Descriptions of that kind were not calculated to win Russell friends in political circles. The Prince Regent called him a ‘miserable scribbler’, Sidney Herbert at the War Office suggested that the army should lynch him and several of London’s leading gentlemen’s clubs barred The Times from their smoking rooms. Delane, though, was not to be so easily dissuaded from what he considered to be his natural duty. Having enjoined Russell to keep to the straight and narrow in his reports and to tell the truth, he backed up his reporter’s stories with a series of thundering editorials aimed at destroying the government’s complacency. At his instigation a Times’ fund was set up to provide medical aid for the British troops and some £20,000 was contributed by a British public shocked by Russell’s disclosures. It also led to the appointment of Florence Nightingale and her 38 fellow nurses who did wonders to improve the medical care of the suffering in the British military hospital at Scutari. The public conscience had been touched and offers of help came in from all quarters; the war in the distant Russian peninsula could not be ignored by fireside readers of The Times and other newspapers. Russell’s reports had been amplified by Chenery’s and between them the two men left their readers in little doubt that this war, hailed in the early stages as a glorious adventure, had turned into a brutal and bloody affair where soldiers died unnecessary deaths due to unbelievable military blunders.complacency. At his instigation a

If Russell had been ‘honoured by a good deal of abuse for telling the truth’—as he later described the uproar which greeted his revelations—worse was to follow when it was suggested that his despatches were assisting the Russian war effort. Raglan, who had not been spared by Russell since the missed opportunity on the River Alma, caustically told his superiors that the enemy had no need of a secret service as all they had to do was to read The Times. In turn, representations were made to Delane to ensure that sensitive information was not published in his pages. Alarmed by the pressure, Russell offered to present his despatches to the Deputy Adjutant-General for comment but this promise of honourable self-censorship was never taken up by the military command in the Crimea. After the war, Tsar Nicholas I of Russia mischievously claimed that he discovered what was happening to his forces in the Crimea by reading The Times, but Russian officers at the front got nearer the truth of the matter when they pointed out that the British press revealed nothing they did not already know. To British troops under enemy fire, though, the whispered information that their positions had been given away by The Times was often accepted at face value and Russell had to bear the consequences. On more than one occasion his baggage was left behind and he had to live with the sullen stares and the blank hostility of the men whom, paradoxically, he was trying to help. Many of the officers simply regarded him as a par venu, as a mad-dog Irishman bent only on discrediting the British Army in the eyes of the world.

Of those who accused him of disclosing secrets, of painting an over-vivid picture of British suffering or of letting down the side, Russell had this to say:


But I could not tell lies to “make things pleasant”. There was not a single man in the camp who could put his hand upon his heart and declare he believed that one single casualty had been caused to us by information communicated to the enemy by me or any other newspaper correspondent. The only things the partisans of misrule could allege was, that I did not “make things pleasant” to the authorities, and that, amid the filth and starvation, and deadly stagnation of the camp, I did not go about “babbling of green fields”, of present abundance, and of prospects of victory.



By the beginning of 1855 Russell’s refusal ‘to make things pleasant’ had begun to bite. Aberdeen’s ministry fell and was replaced by a new administration under Lord Palmerston. Worn out by his failure to complete the investment of Sebastopol, Raglan resigned in the summer and died of fever a few days later; he was replaced by General Sir James Simpson and the war spluttered on until the Spring of 1856. By then the allies were tired of the stalemate and the war had become so unpopular in France that Napoleon III threatened to withdraw his troops unilaterally.

As a result of the ensuing Treaty of Paris some cosmetic changes were made to remove the immediate territorial difficulties but they did little to solve the problem known as the ‘Eastern Question’ whose imponderables were to rumble on for many years to come. Russia surrendered her grip on the mouth of the Danube, the Dardanelles were closed to foreign ships in time of peace and Turkey’s independence was guaranteed in return for the tongue-in-cheek promise that there would be a programme of reforms in her Ottoman Empire. The real winner turned out to be the ordinary soldier. Partly as a result of Florence Nightingale’s work, the Red Cross organisation was founded in 1864 and it was due to Russell’s and Chenery’s vivid reports that more attention was given to the medical care of the British armed forces. Many years later, Field Marshal Sir Evelyn Wood, who had served in the Crimea as a young officer, was happy enough to give the credit to the man who had once been the army’s public enemy number one.


He [Russell] incurred much enmity, but few unprejudiced men who were in the Crimea will now attempt to call in question the fact that by awakening the conscience of the British nation to the suffering of its troops, he saved the remnants of those grand battalions we landed in September.2



By 19th-century European standards, the Crimean War was not a major conflict, neither was it especially brutal—many of the mistakes and hardships endured by the British Army had been experienced in Wellington’s time, and the ordinary British soldier was no stranger to misfortune—yet in British military mythology it continues to occupy a pre-eminent position. That it does so is due in no small measure to Russell’s efforts. He exposed the army’s shortcomings and reported back to an audience who got to know what the soldiers were experiencing and who cared. As a war correspondent he also established a style which was to be imitated by many other journalists who followed him—vivid pictures of the army in the field, imposing accounts of battle and interviews with the senior officers. He also underlined the confusion of battle, even to the trained eye, and many years later in his book The Great War With Russia (1895) he was to claim that in the beginning the strain of war reporting was well-nigh insupportable.


How was I to describe what I had not seen? Where learn the facts for which they were waiting at home? My eyes swam as I tried to make notes of what I had heard. I was worn out with excitement, fatigue, and want of food. I had been more than ten hours in the saddle; my wretched horse, bleeding badly frum a cut in the leg, was unable to carry me. My head throbbed, my heart beat as though it would burst. I suppose I was unnerved by want of food and rest, but I was so much overcome by what I saw that I could not remain where the fight had been closest and deadliest. I longed to get away from it—from the exultation of others in which thought for the dead was forgotten or unexpressed. It was now that the weight of the task I had accepted fell on my soul like lead.



Many soldiers, even battle-hardened veterans, have expressed similar views after being in combat. Only a few ever manage to get an overview of the whole battle; the majority only remember the fighting itself, the confusion and the noise of men and weapons. On some sectors there might be no fighting at all: many soldiers fighting on the Western Front in the First World War have commented on the loneliness and the emptiness of the battle area. They had no clearer view than the men involved in the thick of the fighting. From the evidence of Russell’s accounts, the fighting in the Crimea was more localised, consisting of close-quarter affairs which tended to focus the observer’s attention on the horrors of violent death by bullet, shellfire or the bayonet. This kind of combat though, did not make the battles any easier for Russell to comprehend. To be able to file detached and accurate reports Russell had to speak to the main protagonists. A word with an infantry colonel would give him a clue as to whether the men had behaved well under fire and whether or not an objective had been secured; interviews with survivors of an engagement would yield a personal point of view, whereas staff officers could give an off-the-record account of strategic gains and losses.

The British officers in the Crimea took an ambivalent attitude to Russell’s requests. Some dismissed them out of hand, others thought it better to speak to him for fear that he would otherwise print an inaccurate story which could be harmful to their prospects. To this love-hate relationship Russell brought a good deal of bluff Irish charm which usually disarmed his critics and made them ready to confide in him. He also took good care to talk to the men, discovering the important lesson that while a soldier might be reticent or tongue-tied out of the front line, in the heat of battle he was often prepared to talk and to give some idea of what he was going through. By the campaign’s end Russell had become an experienced observer who could understand the ebbs and flows of battle and report them in a thoroughly professional and trustworthy manner.

Because he was the first successful war correspondent, Russell established a code of practice and behaviour by which all future reporters were to be judged. He commands a place in history for uncovering maladministration and indifference, but his success as a campaigning journalist has tended to obscure the fact that he was a first-class reporter. To that task he brought energy, an open mind, an eye for detail and a compassion for the fighting soldier. He also carried with him the not inconsiderable weight of The Times and in that respect he owed much to Delane, his editor, who always stood four-square behind him. Russell repaid that debt by adding to the newspaper’s political influence at home—it was widely thought that his despatches from the Crimea had helped to topple the government—and on his death The Times hailed him as the greatest war correspondent of his day.


To all who knew him he was the cheeriest, brightest, most likeable of companions. . . . All newspaper work is of its nature ephemeral. Mr Russell, however, could have said truly that he had accomplished a
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