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Introduction

My memory of the remote past, of scenes and personalities from my childhood and youth, is very clear, and in this book I have recalled some of the people and places making particular impressions on me when young. In so doing I have attempted to recall not only figures but moods now far distant. This memoir begins soon after the end of the First World War (I was born in 1920) and I have commented on language, times and characters, sometimes with reflections prompted by hindsight or more extended study. I have tried to be faithful to the personal feelings I remember to have experienced, and where time has modified these to say so.

Then comes the Second World War, with impressions both more vivid and more recent – and episodic. My later chapters, inevitably, reflect a more even flow. There was plenty of variety in my life in the years between the end of war and my retirement but the vicissitudes of a professional career are more predictable, and the recollection of them less intense. Each professional interlude has its challenges, its ups and downs, but the pace and movement of a career like mine was latterly less feverish than when under the pressures of youth or war.

Throughout, the figures who people my landscape differ widely: no serious historian is likely to find much matter here. A few were famous in their twentieth-century day, whether in war, on the London stage or in public life. Many, on the other hand, were without distinction in the world’s eyes but connected to me by affection, merry, light-hearted, often dying young. Inevitably some, of differing ages, were members of my own family whom I have thought it good gently to recollect, delineate, memorialize.

*

This is an entirely personal reminiscence. It is also benevolent. I am well aware that personal narrative can be given increased interest by a touch of acerbity while favourable impressions can be bland and unconvincing. In my case, however, the fact remains that I have been fortunate in quite a long life and have lived much of it among people it was easy to love.


Part One


1

A Melancholy Radiance

Visual memory can deceive. The proportions of a building confound, and as often disappoint, the remembering mind. Sounds, too, may be transformed by recollection – may be found to have lost (or in some cases to have intensified) the magic their music once conveyed. Smell, however, has remarkably durable evocative power. Certain smells – more suddenly than pictures, more strikingly than noise – can bring to mind entire bundles of associated sensations, whole episodes of life.

The smell of the railway station at Dover was unmistakable and thrilling. There were, dominant odour, the hot, acrid fumes coming from the engine itself – a mixture, I suppose, of fire with oil on the gleaming working parts – carried further by the smoke hanging about the roof, with its exciting redolence of heat and dirt. They conveyed, splendidly, power and invincibility; with them there was a strong whiff of the sea; of sodden rope hawsers, fish, brine. The station was poised on a frontier. Just beyond its confines lay funnelled ships. This was where adventure began. The occasional hoots of ships’ sirens were no less urgent in making the heart beat faster than the shrill, alarming whistles of the engines themselves.

This was also where foreign visitors arrived or departed. On that winter afternoon in 1926 I had accompanied my father to meet a visitor of great distinction. I cannot remember what I was wearing – probably some sort of leggings, laboriously buttoned by my Nanny from thigh to ankle, and a short brown coat with velvet collar. I was five years old. My father, however, I can certainly remember, dressed as he usually was by day in the uniform of a major in the Gordon Highlanders – Glengarry bonnet, khaki tunic, Sam Browne belt, breeches of Gordon tartan, black field boots, silver spurs; impeccable and magnificent, a man whose slim figure was unchanged when he died in 1964 from when he was a cadet at Sandhurst in 1909. I don’t know if he had taken me to Dover station on that occasion from sudden impulse or whether he had discussed it as a ‘plan’ with my mother. Certainly I was alone with him and unaware of the outing’s purpose. I had, however, been at Dover station before and recognized its significance.

My father left me for a few minutes on the platform, in the temporary care of some other officer, I think. There was cold and a drift of fog. Everywhere there was a hissing of steam, piercing, urgent whistles, hoarse cries; and everywhere that magic smell. The smartly painted coaches of the boat train were halted in front of us. Suddenly my father appeared again and led or lifted me on to the train itself, into the corridor of one of the coaches. A few steps along it and I was drawn into a compartment where my father spoke one or two incomprehensible words to the single occupant.

This was a perfectly enormous old man, to whom I realized I was being introduced. He sat in the far corner, by the window giving on to the platform. He was wrapped in a great black overcoat, with what seemed capes or rugs round the shoulders, like a stage coachman drawn on a Christmas card (I was told, much later, that he had complained bitterly of the climate). On his head was a top hat. I remember a white moustache, and that as he pushed out his hand to be shaken by my small paw he said ‘How do?’ The voice was throaty and genial. He was on some sort of official visit to England and my father (on the staff of a brigade based at Dover) was present at the station to see a distinguished guest on his way to London. This was Marshal Joffre. Papa Joffre.

Joseph Joffre. Marshal of France. Commander-in-Chief of the French Armies facing the German invasion of 1914 – Commander-in-Chief, indeed, until relieved by General Nivelle at the end of 1916, after the First and Second Battles of Ypres, the Somme, Verdun. Joffre, victor of the Battle of the Marne, which had turned the German tide in the first September of the war. Joffre, who had managed to coax cooperation in that battle of an exhausted British Expeditionary Force from its commander, Field Marshal French, with a direct, personal appeal which still has resonance: ‘Monsieur le Maréchal, c’est La France qui vous supplie!’

To me, born in 1920, the name of Joffre, of course, meant nothing; but ‘The War’, still only eight years past on that winter afternoon, already meant a great deal. The War formed the dominant background impression of childhood, a vivid, ubiquitous memory which hovered around the nursery and everywhere else. Visitors to that nursery – we lived at that time in a small village called Ringwould, six miles from Dover – were, as often as not, young men, friends of my parents, perhaps in their early thirties. To me they seemed ancient. They were, I was sure, heroes. They had, probably in all cases, both fought in and survived ‘The War’.

Thus they had spent four years – I knew that statistic very early – fighting the Germans (nobody mentioned other enemies, like Austrians or Turks). Germans were people of extraordinary ferocity, capable of appalling savagery, as well as every sort of treacherous trick. Germans could never be trusted. Fortunately for us, Germans combined barbarity and deceit with cowardice. German officers, I was told (unlike British), did not lead their men in an attack but menaced them with pistols from behind. German soldiers, ready to shoot or bayonet women and children, quailed in terror before the kilted men of our Highland Regiments (with which, of course, I identified early, even wearing a Gordons’ Glengarry bonnet on occasion, placed in my Christmas stocking when I was four). The Germans had panicked totally when first confronted by a tank – a British invention. The Germans, after finally being beaten, had been treated with extraordinary (and, my Nanny declared, most unwise) clemency. They should have been ground into the dust.

The German Kaiser, the arch-fiend, was actually alive, after all the wrong he had done. He was living, unmolested, in Holland – a country which had (somewhat ingloriously) been neutral in the great struggles between good and evil just concluded, so could not be counted on to deal justly with this viper. A little later – perhaps in 1928 – my father had some occasion to visit Holland. When he came to the nursery to say goodbye I said, ‘I hope you manage to shoot the Kaiser.’

‘Why would I want to do that?’

I can’t remember my answer – I don’t expect there was one. My impression was clear, however. My father (whom I loved dearly but of whose even mild displeasure I stood in considerable awe) did not approve of wanting to shoot the Kaiser.

The passionate partisanship which coloured so much of childhood in fact derived little from my father. All around me, however, were influences – catchphrases, anecdotes, exaggerations, songs, picturebooks – which conveyed the same message. England (not even the most dedicated Scot bothered to say ‘Britain’) had triumphed over incarnate evil in a struggle which had taken the bravest and the best of the nation. England had won against odds. England had been helped by – and almost only by – the French (not much mention of the Belgians as yet, still less of Italians, Portuguese et al., except with derision: none of those Johnnies-come-lately, the Americans). Our generals, to a man, were models of soldierly courage and military wisdom, solid, paternal, indestructible. Our Army was worthy of them – manned by patriotic volunteers; the Kaiser had referred to it (I heard this misquotation also pretty early) as a ‘contemptible little Army’, and we’d shown him! Our Navy ruled the waves – my uncle George Fraser, a professional naval officer, had been at Jutland and seldom at home throughout the War; he had, however, survived what were apparently unremitting German efforts to scupper him. My uncle Alistair – my father’s eldest brother – had been taken prisoner with 1st Battalion Gordon Highlanders in 1914 and had spent much of the time incarcerated, albeit on several occasions escaping, though always recaptured, but he, too, had survived. Nobody, ever, could beat us. It was ordained.

Behind so much nonsense, corrupting in the narrow unrealism and complacency it encouraged as well as the hatred it unabashedly reflected, the tragedy was real; and behind, too, the strident exuberance of the years of victory there was a deeper and worthier sense, a sort of melancholy dignity which a child was well able to absorb and which is more agreeable to recall, more genuinely characteristic, I think, of our people then. I remember another winter weekday at about the same time, perhaps 1925 or 1926. The morning had been spent in Deal, where Nanny had no doubt been shopping. We were on the pavement of a main street. There were not many cars about in those days – and those few were interspersed with some horse-drawn tradesmen’s vans, an old red and white ‘East Kent’ bus, errand boys on bicycles, a number of pedestrians. Suddenly all was still, as if petrified by a magic hand. People stood immobile wherever they happened to be. Every car or bus had stopped and the occupants had alighted and were standing in the roadway. Drivers of vans had pulled up, jumped down and were at their horses’ heads. Errand boys, dismounted, were standing silent. A clock was striking. The whole of Deal drew itself up, erect and still. I said, ‘Nanny, why—’

‘Sh, sh.’

After a little life resumed. Nanny said, ‘It was The Silence. The two-minute Silence.’

11th November. Eleventh hour of the Eleventh day of the Eleventh month. The whole country stood quiet. If there were Armistice Day services they took place at that hour, whatever the day of the week, everywhere. It was unforgettable. I thought I could hear the heart of England beating.

I learned that my uncle Simon Fraser, third of the four brothers of whom my father was the youngest, had been killed in 1914, serving in the same battalion, 2nd Gordons, as my father. Nanny’s brother, in the Army, had died of another enormous calamity called ‘The Flu’, which had swept through the troops and population in the aftermath of war in 1918; he was honoured by her, no doubt correctly, as a war casualty. My Aunt Mary, my father’s only sister, had lost her naval husband, Jack Codrington, at sea at the end of the war, within a very short time of marriage; while my mother’s first husband, Billy Congreve, had been killed on the Somme in July 1916. In the Rifle Brigade, and serving as a Brigade Major on the Staff, Billy Congreve had won a posthumous Victoria Cross – his death came within a few weeks of his wedding, where my father had been his best man. Billy’s father – my half-sister’s grandfather – was General Congreve, an able and popular Corps commander on the Western Front, who had himself won the Victoria Cross in something called The Boer War, impossibly remote in time (although in fact only about as distant then from me as, say, the outbreak of the current troubles in Northern Ireland from today’s new generation.)

Slightly older children sometimes had names different from those of their families. Nanny would enlighten me.

‘His daddy was killed in the war.’

It was clearly all very sad, but very heroic. To experience – and preferably to survive – such a conflict must set a person apart, must be supremely desirable, whatever the incidental grieving.

And we were, proud destiny, invincible. I was less sure about the French, despite the impression made by Papa Joffre. As I started to read (avidly from the age of six) I began to learn that the French, like the Germans more recently but to an infinitely lesser degree, had on numerous occasions sided with the devil and fought against England. They had, of course, always lost. There had been Crécy, Agincourt, Blenheim. There had been something called Waterloo, at which the atrocious German, the Hun, the Boche, had actually played some sort of part on the right side. Against the French. Painful adjustments were necessary to reconcile these latter defeated French warriors with the blue-grey-uniformed heroes who had so recently stood shoulder-to-shoulder with ourselves. And what of the Germans?

‘They were different in those days,’ Nanny said.

The war cast a long shadow and I felt always aware of it. Battle seemed the most sublime of destinies. When (rarely) my father actually spoke of the immediate past it was to utter a stern warning against such ideas. War, he said, was a perfectly dreadful thing. If one’s country needed one, one must respond; but the best, by far the best future would be perpetual peace.

I didn’t believe a word of it, although I said nothing. I had the feeling, which developed gradually and has never left me, that I was being brushed by England’s finest generation. Had I known von Moltke’s aphorism that perpetual peace is a dream and not even a beautiful dream I would have heartily assented. It was surely desirable that I and my generation should give evidence of as much fortitude as our forebears. Were there never to be more battlefields? More glory?

My first visit to an actual battlefield – of ‘The War’ – was particularly inglorious, however. It was in 1932. From 1931 we lived in a house in the Avenue Molière in Brussels, where my father had been appointed military attaché to Belgium and Holland, a span of responsibilities to which Spain and Portugal were later added and which lasted four years.

My battlefield visit – one I have often repeated since – was to the flat, low-lying land of Flanders, near Ypres. Out of that dark plain one or two wooded hills rise steeply; and on one of them, Kemmel, a war memorial was being dedicated. My father, there on duty, had taken me along. A Grenadier now (he had transferred from the Gordons in 1927), his gleaming brown field boots and blue forage cap had replaced the Gordon uniform. I was ten or eleven. And, shamingly, I fainted. I was sometimes overcome by these fits of sudden dizziness and nausea which made me unable to stand.

My father was at a short distance away, I suppose on some sort of official podium, and I had been left among friendly Belgians – there was a large crowd of Belgian and probably French dignitaries present, veterans’ associations and so forth. I recall a mass of Belgian flags, military music, trumpets whose notes sounded shrilly different from the familiar cadences of British bands.

And amongst all this, amongst the dark-trousered legs of standard bearers, I collapsed. I remember the strong and welcome smell of eau-de-Cologne on a handkerchief someone applied to my forehead. But I remember, too, the faces of those veterans on Kemmel – kind, serious, generally moustached, eyes full of feeling. I had the impression – and never lost it – that I was among men who had undergone an extraordinary experience together, in which ultimate relief and triumph had followed danger, bereavement and pain, unforgettably commingled. Everywhere there was a sense that a great and recent deliverance had lifted a vast shadow from the land. Such senses come mainly with reflection, but children reflect a great deal. There was something else which I recall from that day in the landscape of Flanders – the atmosphere of simple patriotic emotion which accompanied the relief, the mourning and, I suppose, the pride. It was an emotion different from anything experienced today – in any country, I suspect. Mainly, there was love in it.

Every April in Brussels, King Albert rode down the Rue Royale at the head of a considerable body of troops, led by the Guides; the military attachés rode behind him en suite. The King had personally commanded his unbeaten army, backs to the sea, on the small wedge of Belgian territory unoccupied by the Germans between 1914 and 1918. The last warrior-king in Europe, he was a national hero and affection swelled towards him from the crowd, monarch and commander. I can see, in the Rue Royale, the Royal Palace and the gardens opposite where English nannies congregated with their Belgian charges to discuss the peculiarities of foreigners in general and their employers in particular – I can see the tall, soldierly figure of King Albert, stern, handsome face, trim moustache, and the line of military attachés riding behind him, my father glorious in scarlet tunic and bearskin, surely admired above all.

That was my first recollection of a battlefield – Ypres. I learned of the battles of First Ypres, where my uncle Simon fell in 1914 and my father was first wounded, having personally buried his brother; of Second Ypres in 1915; and of Third Ypres in 1917, which culminated in the taking of Passchendaele – Third Ypres, wherein my father, a subaltern in 1914, had already become a battle-hardened battalion commander, a lieutenant-colonel of 27. He had spent much of the war in the Ypres Salient.

Names, as he spoke them on subsequent visits to that area, lodged in my mind and their resonance still brings images from 1932 to my eyes. Tynecot, with its thousands upon thousands of soldiers’ graves. Gheluvelt. Menin, and the Menin road and the Menin gate out of Ypres, where we looked at more thousand upon thousand names; names of those without known graves – including Uncle Simon. He had a quick makeshift grave at first and my father had said a bit of the funeral service over him while the Pipe-Major of 2nd Gordons played a lament: but few graves from the earlier battles could be identified after the incessant fighting and shelling of later years, the broken drainage systems, the ubiquitous water and mud which turned Flanders into probably the most desolate landscape man’s eyes have ever scanned. First Ypres had been a terrible killing field – a brutal encounter battle between much of the old British Regular Army, small but superb, which was said to have died there, and the German right wing, reinforced by new divisions hurriedly raised from young volunteers, and suffering such casualties that the battle, in Germany, was given the name of the Kindermord, the slaughter of the children. By 1932, of course, landscape, villages and farms had been greatly restored: neat, new and to our eyes generally ugly. But when I said to my father that Belgian houses and villages compared unfavourably in appearance with those in England he remarked shortly that those in England had not been rebuilt after destruction – destruction by ‘The Boche’.

Over forty years later, and myself now living in Brussels, I again visited Ypres, to find the same echoes still in the air. And I visited, too, the beautiful country of Picardy through which runs the river Somme, where my father had also served, where Billy Congreve died. On my first visit it was a particularly lovely day, and there was an extraordinary tranquillity amongst those gentle uplands and shallow valleys. Here, on the Somme, were again names with remarkable power to move – names which, to a generation of men almost extinct, had been burned into memory. The sound of them took me instantly to boyhood, childhood, to recollection of some of those men when they were young, old as they had seemed to me then. Another World War had intervened between those early memories and now; but although I took some small part in that more recent war and had not been born when the first one ended I still find the music set up by those names almost intolerably moving: Beaumont-Hamel. Mametz Wood. Pozieres ridge. Thiepval. The Schwaben Redoubt.

The Schwaben Redoubt. The enemy suffered as we suffered, and often more. When the military attachés rode through Brussels behind King Albert in the 1930s, my father’s German colleague and friend rode at his side. This was Colonel – soon to be General – Leo, Freiherr Geyr von Scheppenburg. Geyr was a large, handsome, heavily built man, a cavalry officer from Württemberg and a distinguished horseman. He had an agreeable, slightly enigmatic smile. I can see him sitting on his horse in the streets of Brussels; and I can also see him lunching with the other attachés at some inn in Holland during Dutch Army manoeuvres. I, once again and with pleasure, had been taken along – I suppose aged twelve or thirteen. It was a very good lunch. After it the military attachés mounted their horses and rode off to witness what they could of the mock battle. Geyr had just been notified of his impending promotion to major-general’s rank and my father took the lead in congratulating him, with some gentle chaff thrown in – he himself was still a major. (I had learned a little balance about Germans since the nursery days.) Having commanded a battalion twice in the war my father had, like most British officers, dropped several ranks and would not gain battalion command again until 1936 – at the age of 46. Geyr was profiting from a sudden and enormous expansion of the German Army, and so I deduce that those manoeuvres were in 1933 or 1934. Adolf Hitler had become Chancellor of Germany in January 1933 and soon thereafter for many German officers career prospects were transformed. Geyr was still young.

My father told me, years later, that he had watched Geyr’s face that day at the Dutch manoeuvres, and had deduced a good deal of complacency. It seems that the opposing sides had been unleashed at each other at no great distance and that after six full days had still not made contact! Geyr was one of the early German apostles of armoured mobility and although 1940 was several years away his reports cannot have discouraged those planning the forthcoming German offensive.

I can also see Geyr one evening in our house in the Avenue Molière. It was my fate (but I enjoyed it) to wear, when dining with the grown-ups in the evening, a kilt of dress Fraser tartan, velvet doublet, lace jabot: my first dinner jacket did not come until I had gone to Eton in September 1934. Geyr, massive, dinner-jacketed, looked with grave admiration at my Highland dress. But I chiefly remember from that occasion conversation between him and my father, which soon became conversation about the war. They had been, at least once, exactly opposite each other in the Ypres Salient. I sat, fascinated, and listened.

Ultimately my father wanted to broaden the circle and change the topic. Geyr obviously concurred, and as they joined the ladies he said (I can still hear the intonation), ‘I don’t want any more of that sort of thing! I’m a bloody layman!’

Fluent in English and no doubt pleased with his mastery of idiom, he perhaps intended ‘a civilian at heart’, although the sentiment in his mouth remains slightly improbable. ‘Bloody’ was in those days not uttered in polite society, certainly not in front of ladies. I remember a nervous and surprised titter, and Geyr saying, ‘Have I, perhaps, said something that is not said?’

Also dining was a famous Eton housemaster, by then retired, Samuel Gurney Lubbock, known to all as Jimbo Lubbock. He was a frequent visitor to Brussels – King Leopold (who had at that time just succeeded his father on the throne) had been in Lubbock’s house at Eton, and was fond of his old tutor. Jimbo Lubbock was a man of most distinguished appearance, with grey hair and an eyeglass on a broad black ribbon. Ageing beautifully, he had the sort of understated elegance inconceivable except in an English gentleman of his generation, on whom too tight-fitting a coat would have resembled a vulgar label on a champagne bottle. He took it upon himself to answer Geyr. ‘You’ve said,’ he replied, ‘what Americans call a mouthful!’

In July 1934, immediately after the ‘Night of the Long Knives’, when Hitler, using the S S, disposed of the now-inconvenient leadership of the SA, the ‘Brownshirts’ (and a good many others as well), Geyr came to my father’s Brussels office in a distressed state. He burst into tears. Weeping, he implored my father not to believe that these gangster methods were the real Germany – this was a revolutionary spasm, a disgusting phase which would pass, he said.

Later he served in London, also as military attaché. Then he attained high command and another landscape lies before my eyes – twenty-three-year-old eyes by now. The darkness of the Normandy sky is lit by a continuous, unbroken fretwork of red tracer fire from German anti-aircraft guns all round the rim of the Allied beachhead and marking its extent. This resembled a vast firework display, vivid, unceasing and unexpected. It was late June 1944. The initial waves of the D-Day assault and immediate follow-up formations had established in Normandy a continuous front and now we of the Guards Armoured Division were landing, unmolested, to prepare for the great break-out battles we had been promised. After what had seemed to us an excessively protracted period of training in England we were due to meet the famous panzer forces our friends had encountered in the deserts of North Africa.

My father’s last letter before we had left England had touched a chord of memory. ‘I see,’ he had written, ‘that my old friend Geyr is commanding the bulk of the armour against you. Very, very thorough but not very, very bright!’ (I don’t think this was particularly just.) Presumably the English papers had been given the fact that the German armoured forces concentrated in ‘Panzer Group West’ were under the command of General Geyr von Scheppenburg. So somewhere out there in the darkness of my first night in Normandy, behind the illuminated rim of the beachhead, controlling those hostile forces of legendary skill and power, was a well-remembered figure from my boyhood.

My last encounter with Geyr was in documents rather than the flesh – he had died some years before. I was engaged in writing a book about Erwin Rommel and I needed to sift carefully the heated arguments in 1944 between Rommel (Army Group Commander) and Geyr about the best deployment of the Panzer divisions for defeat of the coming Allied invasion of north-west Europe. Geyr had wanted concentration and a massive counter-stroke at the right time, a classic manoeuvre, what the Germans call an ‘Operation’. Rommel had dimissed the possibility – enemy control of the air, he said, would negate attempts of that kind. Necessarily small-scale but immediate counter-attacks in the coastal areas as soon as possible after enemy landing would offer the best, the only hope. There had been acrimony (my own views support Rommel) and ultimate compromise. When the Normandy battles were obviously going disastrously for Germany, Geyr – at the same time as the overall Commander-in-Chief in the West, von Rundstedt – was relieved of his command on Hitler’s orders.

When my father died in 1964 Geyr sent a charming letter of condolence to my mother, recalling especially Brussels days (not forgetting to mention me and my kilt). He wrote of ‘a good soldier and a dear and respected colleague’. Such sentiments would have been reciprocated. The figure of Geyr von Scheppenburg is clear and sympathetic in my memory. (He was a gentleman.)

Joffre. Geyr. My own father. The kindly faces of Belgian veterans on Kemmel in 1932, veterans who reckoned that they had emerged victorious from a war to end all wars and were giving thanks – yet were to have only eight years before the next storm broke. Men and women standing silent in the street in an English south-coast town on 11th November. The wide skies and the quietness of the fields above the Somme. The First World War brings to the mind very different and sometimes more enduring images than anything which followed it, despite the fact that I was born two years after its conclusion.

It was a war which probably marked the national psychology more than did any other four years of our history. Our human losses were, of course, enormous, and the legend of vast, unprecedented and to a degree unnecessary casualties passed into the folk memory of the British. And after a while, after the period of my childhood and youth when these losses were still dignified as tragedy, the tragedy was to some extent debased by becoming the stuff of vicious criticism (often facile and unimaginative) and the war itself the object of parody. It became the stupid war, the wasteful war, the pointless war, the brutally incompetent war.

This evolution of perspective was wholly absent from my own early memories; and I suspect these were at least as close to the truth of the matter. Continental nations were not unused to proportionate losses in major conflicts and were, perhaps, more temperamentally aware that such, however melancholy, is the way of war. In the First World War the British Army put into the field the largest force in its history, which fought on the Western Front (and in a small way on other fronts as well) for four years. This fact must be contrasted (when assessing casualties) with the comparatively small British land forces deployed in the Second World War until the last two years. Numbers involved and duration must be taken into the balance as well as intensity of combat and skill of leadership, or lack of it. The memory of an unutterably severe – and ill-conducted – First War, set against an intelligently conducted and much less costly Second, is largely (not wholly) myth and has little applicability except to Britain – and in Britain such reality as the myth contains applies to the Army but certainly not to the Navy or Air Force, for both of which the Second War was an unremitting and costly experience.

As to the conduct of that earlier war, the stereotype is of a futile struggle wherein huge numbers of men were killed in predictably vain and thus criminally stupid
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