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But war’s a game, which, were their subjects wise,

Kings would not play at.

William Cowper, The Task (1785), bk 5

‘The Winter Morning Walk’, l. 187
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INTRODUCTION

‘War is all hell,’ as General Sherman was fond of saying and, as one of the originators of ‘total war’, he did his best to prove it. But war is also very confusing. Long after the event it’s easy for historians and old soldiers to write about it as though everything was planned and had purpose, but the simple truth is that a lot of it didn’t. War is a very haphazard business and no one involved has anywhere near as much influence over events as they might like to think.

This book is a ramble through the foggier parts of history’s battlefields to reveal the hubris, idiocy, panic, and occasional astonishing good luck that actually often lies behind man’s most dangerous profession.

This is not to say that soldiers are fools; far from it. Indeed, the smell of cordite and the sound of bullets overhead can undoubtedly concentrate the mind wonderfully. But war is in its nature arbitrary and hence unlike, say, accountancy, it’s tricky to be sure exactly what’s happening or quite what the result might be. In the stories I have gathered together here, I hope to show just what a bewildering, tragic, yet fascinating subject military history can really be. These are not all stories about cock-ups, nor are they discussions of obtuse tactical decisions. War is not always a mad, chaotic mistake, nor is it a predictable, logical science. What I have tried to do is discover the truth behind a large number of military anecdotes, some familiar, many, I hope, not, and then, rather than simply quote them in old sources, retell them to a new audience to show the full range of baffling experience that is the life of a soldier, sailor or airman.

Only a generation ago such tales would have been familiar to all those who fought in the Second World War but even that memory is now fading and we civilians are increasingly fed a diet of TV-led, laser-guided, ‘clinical’ war. In truth, war with the luck, lunacy and ludicrousness taken out bears very little resemblance to actuality. Every great general, admiral and air chief marshal has recognised that they can only try to guide events, many of which will remain for ever out of their hands, reliant, as is every command, on a thousand variables that refuse to be controlled. In war every winner is to some degree lucky and every loser unlucky, and both along the way will have fallen prey to a host of imbecilities and irrational foul-ups. It is these ups and downs that are the subject of this book.

I can’t guarantee that every story will make you laugh as some are simply too poignant, but equally you won’t need a sandpit and a full set of 1:32-scale model soldiers to follow what’s happening. I present these accounts to you as they are, and you can laugh at them, cry with them or rail against them as you see fit. But I hope you will enjoy them. Only ink has been spilt in writing them; much more than ink was spilt in making them.


MAY CONTAIN NUTS

No matter what anyone in a tweed jacket might tell you, history is, by definition, a matter of opinion, and these opinions are mine. The stories here have been gathered over nearly two decades from a variety of sources, ranging in accuracy from the contemporary words of those who were actually present to the reminiscences of those who once ‘danced with a man who danced with a girl who danced with the Prince of Wales’, as it were. Even the eyewitness accounts cannot always be taken at face value as war does funny things to the memory and, at the time, most authors were more worried about keeping their heads on than accurately recording proceedings. Second-hand sources are also vulnerable to the vagaries of fashion, as political and military thinking wanders in and out of vogue. To get to the bottom of each story I have hence tried to trace its source as close as possible to the event recorded, and in many cases to people who were at least there, or claimed to be. You might agree with their perceptions or not, but I hope you will relish their stories while forgiving their occasional flights of fancy. If there is anything here that you know to be wrong, however, I would be pleased if you would let me know.

Justin Pollard

Wyke, 2008
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Any Excuse


How is the world ruled and how do wars start?

Diplomats tell lies to journalists and then believe what they read.

Karl Kraus, Aphorisms and More Aphorisms (1909)





What started the Pastry War?

Every war needs a casus belli to get it going. It might be a genuine threat, an invasion, or an attack on an ally, all of which seem perfectly reasonable causes. But there are also those occasions when a country would rather like to be at war with somewhere as they have something the other country wants (or vice versa) or some unfinished business left over from the last war, while not really having a jolly good reason to start one. These wars require an excuse. The most famous excuse is probably the War of Jenkins’ Ear, allegedly started over the removal of an English captain’s auditory organ by an overzealous Spanish customs officer, but actually an excuse for diving into a much larger spat known as the War of the Austrian Succession.

Then there is the Pastry War. The origins of the war lie in the rather chaotic birth of the Mexican republic and, in particular, the ejection from office of the governor of the state of Mexico, Lorenzo de Zavala. He promptly returned with General Santa Anna (of Alamo fame, although he should perhaps be better remembered for introducing chewing gum to North America), reinstated himself and expelled the president. This confusing process led to rioting in Mexico City in which a lot of foreign property was looted or destroyed. However, with Zavala back in power things eventually settled down and the situation returned to normal.

It was ten years later that a French pastry chef called Remontel suddenly remembered that his shop in Mexico City had been looted by Mexican soldiers in the disturbances and he demanded compensation. His claim seemed a little late in the day and was therefore ignored, upon which Remontel appealed to the king of France, Louis Philippe. It just so happened that Mexico had defaulted on some rather large loans made by France, so suspicious souls might see a connection between these events. Certainly France, which had remained on the sidelines in 1828, now suddenly demanded a staggering 600,000 pesos in compensation for their aggrieved national. Considering that the average wage in the city at this point was one peso a day, we can only imagine how much damage Monsieur Remontel was claiming had been done to his pastry shop. Either that or he sold very expensive pastries.

The Mexicans could be forgiven for being rather disconcerted by this, particularly when the French sent an ultimatum, threatening to blockade the country and seize its possessions if the irate pastry chef didn’t get his money. Mexico refused to pay, however, and so the French sent a fleet under the command of Captain François Bazoche to blockade the Atlantic coast and capture the town of Veracruz, where most of the Mexican fleet was also seized. In response, Mexico declared war on France and recalled Santa Anna to the fray. Skirmishes in and around the city continued until the British intervened politically. On 9 March 1839, France received a $600,000 indemnity, both nations agreed to grant the other ‘favoured trading’ status, and the installations seized or destroyed by the French were restored. The exception was the Mexican fleet, which they managed to keep.

Whose first week in the army ended in mutiny, mugging and murder?

There can be few things more frightening than watching an army in a civil war rampaging across its own country. When that army is made up of fervently religious young boys, the spectacle can become truly chilling, as the letters of Nehemiah Wharton describe.

Sergeant Nehemiah Wharton had been an apprentice in a shop on St Swithun’s Lane in London, before joining Denzil Holles’ regiment on 16 August 1642, and he sent his old master regular bulletins describing the progress of his war. And that progress was a truly extraordinary catalogue of insubordination, violence, plunder, and accidental homicide, all punctuated with pious sermons from Obadiah Sedgwick, their chaplain.

As Nehemiah describes in his letters, his campaign started with some Catholic baiting, as a group of his friends tracked down a man called Penruddock who, along with his dog, had somehow managed to affront the young soldiers. They responded by pillaging his house in Acton before rounding off the day with the usual bonfire of church fittings (which as Puritans they considered idolatrous), this time including the stained glass from the windows.

The next day brought a sermon from one of the Puritan firebrands, Mr Love, who was travelling with the army, after which the church rails from Chiswick were burnt. The troopers then decided to pillage the houses of Lord Portland and Dr Duck but their commanders rather unsportingly refused to allow this. The response from the men, who had been in the field for only three days now, was mutiny. Sergeant Wharton jovially describes his lieutenant colonel as ‘a Goddam blade, and will doubtless hatch in hell, and we all desire that either the Parliament would depose him, or the devil fetch him away quick’.

By the following day the devil still hadn’t taken their commander, so the troops busied themselves at Hillingdon, where they were reduced to cutting the church’s surplices into handkerchiefs as someone had got to the church rails before them. In the evening they finally made it to Uxbridge where they once more burnt the church rails and then enjoyed a good sermon from another Puritan rabble-rouser, Mr Harding. Saturday brought the happy band to Wendover where again they continued their blitzkrieg campaign against church furniture, but this time they got carried away. Nehemiah says: ‘accidentally, one of Captain Francis’s men, forgetting he was charged with a bullet, shot a maid through the head, and she immediately died.’

Fortunately the next day was Sunday so the trigger-happy company could console themselves for the lack of action with two ‘worthy sermons’. Feeling fortified, the regiment then decided to round off the day by flatly refusing to take orders from their lieutenant colonel and breaking into open mutiny.

So ended Nehemiah Wharton’s first week as a soldier.

How did stamps start a war?

The late 1920s saw tensions increasing between the South American countries of Paraguay and Bolivia over an area of land known as the Gran Chaco. Although this area was thinly populated and not, apparently, particularly desirable, for both nations it began to hold an increasing appeal that rapidly grew out of all proportion. For Paraguay, which had lost almost half its territory to Brazil and Argentina in the War of the Triple Alliance, getting hold of the Gran Chaco was a way of retaining just enough land to be called a proper country, whilst Bolivia wanted access to the Atlantic via the Paraguay river, which ran through the region, having lost its only other ocean access (to the Pacific) in the War of the Pacific with Chile. Both countries were on the back foot and neither was prepared to back down – not with the added incentive that there were reports of huge oil reserves in the area.

The war began, quite literally, on paper. Rather than make an official claim to the region, in 1928, Paraguay simply issued a 1.50 peso stamp of their country with the Chaco appended and labelled ‘Chaco Paraguayo’. This was followed by a larger, rather more provocative stamp of the Chaco region alone, boldly labelled ‘Chaco Paraguayo’, with two decorative shields marked ‘El Chaco Boreal del Paraguay’. The Bolivian postal service retaliated in 1931 with their own 25 centavos stamp, showing Bolivia with the Chaco appended to it and marked ‘Chaco Boliviano’. No sooner was it issued than Bolivia mounted a full military assault on a Paraguayan garrison, at which point Paraguay declared war.

Although with a much smaller population than Bolivia, Paraguay had several distinct advantages. First, it received supplies and intelligence from Argentina. Second, its troops, who adopted guerrilla tactics, could communicate in the local Guaraní language, which the Bolivians couldn’t understand. Finally, troops could be easily brought to the region by the Paraguay river, which ran through Paraguay and the Chaco, whereas Bolivian troops had to be marched in from 800 kilometres away. Despite this, the fighting proved bitter and intense, with both sides deploying every new technological advantage they could find, including the first use of tanks and aerial warfare in the Western hemisphere.

By 1934 both sides were financially exhausted and on the verge of bankruptcy. On 27 November that year a group of Bolivian generals seized the president and replaced him. This finally led to a ceasefire in June the following year, by which time 100,000 lives had been lost (mainly to disease rather than fighting), all for the sake of some stamps. A truce was eventually signed in 1938, which ceded three-quarters of the Chaco to Paraguay, although Bolivia did receive its desired piece of river frontage. Paraguay celebrated this triumph in style – by issuing a stamp.

How did a telegram help defeat Germany?

The Zimmermann telegram has to be one of the most peculiar pieces of wartime diplomacy in the history of war – or diplomacy, for that matter. The train of events leading up to the entry of the USA into the First World War began in January 1917 in the form of documents on the desk of Artur Zimmermann, the Foreign Secretary of the German empire.

Zimmermann was tasked, amongst other things, with trying to keep the USA and its enormous industrial might out of the European war, which was then still tearing the continent apart. As part of this Zimmermann had, of course, to think the unthinkable and plan for what Germany would do if the US did declare war. This played on the Foreign Minister’s mind somewhat that January, as he knew that Germany was about to resume unrestricted U-boat warfare. The sinking of the liner RMS Lusitania in May 1915, in which many Americans had drowned, had threatened more than anything else to turn US public opinion sufficiently against Germany for them to declare war. With raiding beginning again in February, it was clearly time to prepare for that eventuality.

The proposal that Zimmermann came up with was as ingenious as it was unlikely. He decided to offer Mexico financial and military support, should they agree to attack the USA in an attempt to regain the territories of Texas, New Mexico and Arizona, which they had lost in the Mexican-American War. This, the Germans thought, would keep the US occupied in its own back yard and hence reduce its ability to fight in Europe. It was not perhaps the most carefully thought out of schemes. In the first instance, how was Germany going to supply Mexico when the British and American navies controlled the Atlantic? Second, how was a poor nation like Mexico going to wage war on the largest industrial and military power in the Americas? Finally there was the conundrum of exactly what the Mexican government would do with English-speaking Texas, New Mexico and Arizona if they did get them back.

However, the question had to be asked and so, on 19 January, Zimmermann sent a coded telegram to his ambassador in the USA, with orders that he pass it on to the ambassador in Mexico, who was instructed to ask the Mexican president whether he would accept the proposition. This was the first of Zimmermann’s mistakes. The German transatlantic cable had been cut by the British but the USA allowed Germany to use a diplomatic line from Sweden to the US in the hope that, if they kept in contact with Germany, it might shorten the war. What neither Zimmermann nor, indeed, the Americans knew was that the British were tapping the line.

Zimmermann’s telegram was intercepted and largely decoded, but this left British intelligence in a tricky situation. Here was the evidence they needed to bring America into the war – an attempt to make Mexico attack the US at Germany’s behest – but if they went public the Americans would know that the British were tapping their diplomatic traffic, which was generally considered unsporting. The Germans would also know that their code had been cracked. Fortunately the British had a plan. The telegram had gone via Washington with orders to forward it to Mexico from there. The British guessed that the Germans would use a commercial telegraph company in the US and so a British agent, known as ‘Mr H’, bribed a telegraph office worker in Mexico City for a copy, which of course he knew they would have.

The message was then shown to the Americans who agreed to put out a cover story that the decoded message had been stolen from the German embassy in Mexico – something the German High Command would consider far more plausible than that their codes had been broken.

Even at this late stage Zimmermann could have saved the day. The proposed alliance between Mexico and Germany seemed so improbable that many in the US simply refused to believe it. It seemed far more likely to them that the British had invented the episode to drag them into the war. The whole story about telegrams and bribing embassy officials seemed fantastical. However, just when even the mainstream US press was getting behind the forgery idea – enormously encouraged by the Mexicans who were, to say the least, embarrassed by all this attention – conclusive evidence for its veracity came forward. Astonishingly this was in the form of an open confession made by Zimmermann on 29 March that the telegram was genuine. On 2 April, President Wilson asked Congress to declare war on Germany.

Which war was fought over a bucket?

There really can be few worse reasons to go to war than over a bucket, but that didn’t stop the soldiers of Modena and Bologna from fighting over one for twelve long years.

Of course there were complex political reasons for hostilities between Modena and Bologna but the symbol of the whole miserable business and the rallying call for the 40,000 combatants was a wooden bucket.

Exactly at what stage in the conflict the bucket became central is uncertain. Some sources claim the receptacle was stolen from a public fountain in Bologna by an opportunistic detachment of Modenese cavalry around 1313 and that the twelve years of war that followed were centred on an attempt to get it back.

Others claim that the seizure of the bucket was in fact the crowning achievement of the victors at the final battle of the war, which was fought outside Zappolino in 1325. That engagement proved a disaster for Bologna, even though their army outnumbered the Modenese by over four to one. Some 2,000 soldiers died in the short, brutal fight, and in the immediate aftermath the bucket is said to have been taken from Bologna as a sign of Modena’s complete victory. Why they should choose a wooden bucket as their chief spoil is not so clear, however.

But regardless of when in the early fourteenth century the precious pail was taken from Bologna, its presence in Modena has been a source of civic pride ever since. For nearly 700 years this most unlikely of trophies has rested in the town, its current location being in the communal palace in the Chamber of the Confirmed. A replica also resides in the bell tower of the cathedral.

The bucket was even the inspiration for the city’s finest poet, Alessandro Tassoni, whose 1615 satirical poem ‘The Rape of the Bucket’ (La secchia rapita) pokes fun at the inhabitants of the city for fighting over what must be one of the least valuable spoils from any war.

How did a prayerbook start a rebellion?

The pen is, they say, mightier than the sword and so it perhaps is entirely logical that a book can start a rebellion. The introduction of the English language Book of Common Prayer in 1549 seemed to many of the Protestant clergy a very straightforward matter. A new service in the language that ordinary people spoke would replace the incomprehensible and elitist Latin of the old Catholic service. No one would complain.

But they were very wrong. Whilst many in the South-east of England may have welcomed a prayerbook in their own language, that was not the case in the West Country – where, of course, even beyond the confines of the modern county, Cornish was still widely spoken. Reports reached London in early June that there was unrest in Bodmin, and that the trouble was spreading. When the priest at Sampford Courtney in Devon began reading to his congregation from the new prayerbook on 10 June, there were loud protests and he was forced to begin again, this time using the old Latin missal. With tempers flaring, mobs were soon on the streets.

By the beginning of July a ‘peasant army’ of a kind unseen since the Peasants’ Revolt had gathered on the outskirts of Exeter and laid siege to the city. They carried with them the banner of the ‘five wounds of Christ’, the same symbol that had signalled the Pilgrimage of Grace, the first great rebellion against Henry VIII’s Dissolution of the Monasteries. The demands of the rebels give us an insight into the concerns of the people of rural Cornwall and Devon at the time. The ancient ceremonies of the Church were to be restored, the beloved statues of saints which the Protestants had removed were to be brought back and the much hated English prayerbook and bibles recalled. Perhaps more strangely to modern eyes, they demanded that Purgatory be reinstated.

The response of the government was to instruct the nobility and gentry of the counties to order their peasants to return home – a move that would probably have had little effect even if the gentry hadn’t been in passive agreement with the rebels. The government’s next course of action went to the other extreme. Lord Russell, a major beneficiary of the Dissolution of the Monasteries, was put at the head of an army of mercenaries and, at Fenny Bridges by Clyst Heath on 5 August, these professional troops annihilated the gathered peasants. Most of the rebels were massacred and those who escaped were hunted down and killed.

The worst treatment was reserved for those clergy who had obstinately refused to adopt the new liturgy and had, in the eyes of the government, incited the rebellion. Their leader, the Cornishman Robert Welshe, was hanged in chains from his own church tower, with the symbols of the old faith – his robes, rosary, and other such ‘popyshe trash’ – hung about him. There he was left to die of exposure, which he duly did, ‘verie patientlie’, as one witness put it.

Retribution for the rising was swift and brutal. Sir Anthony Kingston, the Provost Marshal, was sent west with the power to judge, condemn and execute any rebels he found. The savage eagerness with which he took up the commission is still remembered in Devon and Cornwall today. The contemporary historian Richard Carew, although a devout Protestant himself, recorded Kingston’s excesses with some distaste, claiming, in one instance, that he ‘left his name more memorable than commendable amongst the Bodmin townsmen, for causing the Mayor to erect a gallows before his own door, upon which, after he had feasted Sir Anthony, he himself was hanged’.

It is estimated that, in the initial conflict and the subsequent retribution, the West Country lost more people than it did in both world wars.

Who saved a city playing chess?

Chess is usually thought to be a game derived from war with two sides facing one another across the board and attempting to capture a king, but there is at least one instance in which it may have prevented bloodshed.

According to the late-twelfth-century Muslim historian Abdelwahid al-Marrakushi, in 1078 the Christian king Alfonso VI of Castille and León (known as Alfonso the Brave) was preparing to besiege the Moorish city state of Seville, which was then ruled by Muhammad Ibn Abbad Al Mutamid. Considering that Alfonso had the famous El Cid as his top general, the inhabitants of Seville were understandably nervous until Al Mutamid’s` prime minister and favourite, the poet Ibn Ammar, came up with a plan.

Knowing Alfonso to be a cultured man, he ordered the construction of a beautiful chessboard and pieces. He then took this to Alfonso’s camp where the king, rather than arrest and imprison his enemy, enquired whether Ibn Ammar would care to play a game on it. Ibn Ammar, after modestly claiming to be reasonably good at chess but no more, agreed, suggesting a wager to make the game a shade more interesting. If Alfonso won he could keep the valuable board and pieces, but if he won the king would have to grant him any wish.

As Alfonso wasn’t born yesterday, he tried to pin down exactly what this demand might be. Failing to gain any clue and, in the end, dazzled by the workmanship of the chess set, he relented. When the two men sat down to play, Alfonso quickly realised that Ibn Ammar wasn’t just ‘quite good’ but was one of the greatest players of his age. Indeed, it was said that he was never beaten. True to form, Ibn Ammar won the game and Alfonso, in some trepidation, asked what he would demand. To this the prime minister, putting duty before personal gain, said he wished the king to turn away from Seville and spare the city. Alfonso, being a gentleman, was true to his word.

Alfonso seems to have continued to have a soft spot for Moorish culture after that, taking as his mistress the refugee Princess Zaida, Al Mutamid’s daughter-in-law. Ibn Ammar went from strength to strength for a time, organising the annexation of Murcia and then persuading his king to make him governor. Having achieved this, he went further and proclaimed himself king but was captured and imprisoned in Seville where his former master personally strangled him.

Who said, ‘God will know his own’?

There are few wars more terrifying than religious wars and few of these can match the horrors of the Albigensian Crusade. The Catholic Church in the thirteenth century was becoming increasingly concerned about heresy, particularly that preached by the Cathars of southern France, apparently with the blessing of the count of the Languedoc, Raymond VI.

Whilst Raymond was almost certainly no heretic himself, he did little to prevent the spread of Catharism, and had several brushes with papal authority. As often as the Church reproached him for invading its land and flouting its rules, he ignored its remonstrances and shunned the legates sent to confront him. Eventually, in 1203, Pope Innocent III, an almost fanatical opponent of heresy, ordered his legate Peter of Castelnau to settle the matter once and for all.

Peter was supported by two further legates including the formidable abbot of Cîteaux, Arnald-Amaury, all of whom enjoyed absolute papal authority. Despite this they made little headway in the Midi. Peter held Raymond responsible, and he was excommunicated for failing in his pledge to eradicate heresy. The pope wrote to Raymond, confirming the sentence in fairly firm terms.

Do not forget that life and death themselves are in God’s hands. God may suddenly strike you down, and his anger deliver you to everlasting torment. Even if you are permitted to live, do not suppose that misfortune cannot reach you. You are not made of iron. You are weak and vulnerable, like other men. Fever, leprosy, paralysis, insanity, incurable disease may all attack you like any other of your kind... Are you not ashamed of breaking the oath by which you swore to eradicate heresy from your dominions?... Are you already so mad that you think yourself wiser than all the faithful of the universal Church?... The hand of the Lord will no longer be stayed. It will stretch forth to crush you, for the anger which you have provoked will not lightly be evaded.

When Peter personally conveyed this message to him, Raymond was, unsurprisingly, a shade angry, but still unaware of where his actions would lead. In Rome, Innocent III decided to eradicate heresy from the Midi by preaching the need for a crusade, for which the usual indulgences were offered in return for military help. Raymond, somewhat taken aback by this, unwisely threatened Peter and, in January 1204, the legate was assassinated by one of the count’s officers.

When news of the murder reached Rome, Innocent was in little doubt that it was the work of Raymond. On 14 September, after securing the help of several powerful rulers, Arnald-Amaury launched a crusade.

Raymond begged for forgiveness but the organisation of the crusade was already too far advanced and his pleas fell on deaf ears. Eventually he was forced to hand over his lands to the care of the legates and humble himself for his crimes against the Church. He then made perhaps his only shrewd political move and took the cross himself, joining the crusade and swearing to help and advise the army of God. This effectively protected his dominions whilst turning the wrath of the crusaders against Raymond’s greatest adversary, Raymond-Roger Trencavel, viscount of Béziers, who was now seen as the protector of the Cathars.

The crusaders mustered in Lyons in June 1205 and left the city at the beginning of July. As they marched south they were met by Raymond-Roger
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