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INTRODUCTION

By General Sir Peter de la Billière

Courage conquers fear. Fighting in war creates an environment where fear is prevalent, and unless courage prevails, all is lost. As Captain Charles Wilson, Moran served as a doctor with The Royal Fusiliers throughout two and a half years of the First World War. In this role he had the opportunity to assess courage and to attempt to understand this, ‘the greatest and most sought after of human characteristics’, through one of the most bitter, cruel and destructive wars in recent history – a war in which life became almost valueless. To those swept up in the fighting it took on a bleaker personal perspective, as in the Somme ‘with its high hopes culminating in sixty thousand casualties on the first day without result’. In later life Captain Wilson, ennobled as Lord Moran, became personal physician to Sir Winston Churchill, and witnessed the effect of the pressures of high office, when Churchill was at the summit of power in the Second World War and subsequently in post-war Britain.

The Anatomy of Courage records Moran’s experience and leads to his professional interpretation of courage in battle – and there are few so well qualified to do so. When Commanding Officer of the Special Air Service, I instructed every new recruit to purchase a copy of this eminently readable book, so that they might take Moran’s experience into battle with them.

Courage is not the preserve of any one service; it is critical to the morale and battle effectiveness of servicemen and women in ships or in air combat, as well as in the army on the ground. Courage and fear are in constant conflict in war, for without fear there would be no requirement for courage. Moran examines these issues and applies the lessons to all three services.

Leadership in war at junior ranks places great emphasis on the individual’s personal courage, tactical flair and ability to communicate. At a more senior level all these characteristics remain essential ingredients, and other qualities come into play. However at any rank the one constant essential is courage, regardless of a person’s position or service; without it, all is lost. With customary perception Churchill, who possessed extensive experience as a fighting soldier, commented; ‘Courage is rightly esteemed . . . because it is the quality that guarantees all others.’

It is the responsibility of commanders at all levels to identify the limits of courage in individuals under their command, before their reserves are drained dry – causing collapse from the weight of personal stress – and they become a danger to themselves and their companions. Such judgement demands experience in assessing the onset of stress in an individual. The commander must then call on their own moral courage to take the necessary but potentially unpopular step of removing a man or woman from a post in combat in which they may well have performed with distinction in peace-time.

Moral courage is higher and rarer in quality than physical courage. It embraces all courage, and physical courage flows from it. We are all faced with decisions requiring moral courage in our daily lives, even at home – disciplining and teaching our children for example. It is applicable in business, in law, within institutions such as schools and hospitals. It takes moral courage to stand up against the crowd, to assist a victim of bullying or to reveal negligence where others would prefer it to remain hidden. Moral courage implies the belief that what you are doing or saying is right, and are willing to follow through your conviction regardless of personal popularity or favour. So easy to expound, so demanding to achieve. In my experience a person of high moral courage will seldom fail to demonstrate an equally distinguished level of physical courage.

During my first experience of war, as a nineteen-year-old second lieutenant in the Durham Light Infantry, fighting in Korea, I joined a platoon of men who had already spent six months in the war zone and had endured continual exposure to shellfire and the pressure of raids and patrolling. They had suffered many casualties and seen some of their best mates killed or wounded. No respite was immediately in sight, so it was not surprising that for some their reserves of courage were running low.

A lance corporal, a brilliant Bren-gunner in my platoon, was typical of these battle-weary veterans. One night he went out on yet one more patrol, to set up an ambush in front of our position on Hill 355 – an honourable, brave man who had survived months of continuous warfare and patrolling without complaint. During the night we heard a single burst of machine-gun fire from the patrol’s location in no-man’s-land, and in due course the survivors returned with two casualties, both dead. It transpired that the lance corporal had heard a noise and nervously overreacted, shooting his own companions by mistake.

Such errors are regrettably commonplace in war. In this case even though the man had given gallant service, the credit in his bank of courage had run out, and his nerves and fears got the better of him. Through my lack of experience, I had failed to identify his behavioural patterns. In the event, he was sent home suffering from extreme battle stress and fatigue, but I should have dispatched him to the rear echelons for a rest before he had reached this stage of nervous exhaustion. Had I done so, he might have recovered and returned to give further valuable front-line service. I should have appreciated that his reserves of courage were dissipated – but this was my first experience of the truth that courage is expendable.

In war much depends on a man’s ability to manage his fear, and Moran addresses this trait which affects us all. Pain warns us of the immediate threat of injury to our body; fear persuades the brain to avoid risks which might bring physical harm or death. Fear in war is contagious, and unless disciplined can destroy a whole unit, let alone one individual. It can only be overcome by courage backed by discipline and motivation.

In battle physical courage is in extensive and obvious demand, and as Moran explains, it is an asset that each of us possesses but in quantities that vary with each individual; like credit in your bank account, it is expendable. As with money, your courage credit-worthiness can steadily diminish, depending upon the level of sustained stress experienced in battle or in other demanding situations. Physical courage is achieved through personal self-discipline, governing and subordinating the innate fear possessed by all humans.

Every animal experiences fear, indeed it is part of its defensive warning system and the human being is no exception. Prolonged exposure to fear leads to stress, which accumulates and causes the breakdown of a person’s normal performance. No one can effectively lead fighting men into battle, whatever his cause or nationality, unless he comprehends this and understands how to manage the fear within himself.

Military and historical records are replete with examples of officers and men who in peace-time were the respected leaders of their unit or service, but when exposed to fear and stress from the risk of death or injury prevalent every day in battle, rapidly declined into a state of ineffectual paralysis. In their own interest they had to be removed from their posts: if they had remained, the fragility of their state of mind would have resulted in an inability to carry out their responsibilities. Such fragility is contagious and, if not eradicated, can quickly spread throughout a unit or ship, leading to a corporate decline in morale and the will to fight.

Removal from the battle area benefits not only the man involved, but also his commander, for if the victim is not treated with consideration, he may well break down completely from shell shock, battle fatigue, or whatever doctors choose to call it, and never recover – as happened to my machine-gunner in Korea. Prompt intervention is one way in which an experienced officer can minimize casualties from this source, and if he knows his men well, he should spot someone who is developing battle fatigue, and so save him from collapse before it is too late. Courage can be made to last longer if a person is rested before he reaches the state of breakdown which befell my gunner. However, in the chaos of battle and with death all around, it is not easy to judge such matters.

With his medical training Moran understood stress better than most and he explains his personal management and judgement of it in his book. He recounts how he handles those who exploit stress to escape duty, when in fact they were fit to fight and he gives examples of his sympathetic understanding of those who were genuinely under pressure. The effect of exposure to stress was well understood in the First World War but despite significant progress since then there remains a gap of ignorance, and personal judgement plays a critical role in identifying stress in a person. My example of the bren-gunner given above is a classic example of this. Moran does much to clarify understanding by relating an individual’s ability to absorb stress into a bank balance that diminishes from credit to debit, leading to a nervous breakdown.

If each one of us has a bank of courage, some have a significant credit balance, others little or nothing; but in war we are all able to make the balance last longer if we have discipline, patriotism, training and faith. Intelligent people are more readily subject to fear, because in a battle they have a vivid appreciation of what is happening all around them, and of the threat that danger poses to them and their unit. An intelligent person has to make a positive effort to control himself, and may well break down because of his temperament and imagination. On the other hand, an unimaginative person, who fails to fully appreciate the significance of a threat, may achieve deeds that appear to be brave but are less so, simply because he lacks imagination. Courage is an individual’s exercise of mind over fear through self-discipline.

In peacetime it is not possible to replicate the intense fear induced by sustained bombardment and the stress of seeing one’s friends killed or maimed. Nor is it possible to simulate the stress of facing sustained physical risk over a period of days or months; only war can truly test a person for these conditions, thus making it impossible to identify those with low reserves of courage in peacetime before they are committed to action.

‘Train hard, live long’ was the adage governing the conduct of training at Hura Mura, the battle camp in Japan through which reinforcements to Korea were sent during the Korean war. There we were authorized to take risks which would never have been countenanced in training elsewhere and a percentage of casualties were permitted. We could operate with only a five-degree safety arc between attacking troops and weapons firing live ammunition on fixed lines, and we could bring down mortar or artillery fire extremely close to men on the ground. Small wonder that the casualty rate was high for a training establishment; yet I have no doubt that although a few people were killed on the ranges in Japan the experience of this hard training saved numerous lives in Korea and gave commanders an early opportunity to identify some of those who might break down in battle.

When embarking on my military career, like most young soldiers I needed to assess my ability to overcome fear and to understand it particularly on the battlefield. The obvious test was to experience the reality of fear through combat itself, as warriors have through the ages, but I also searched for some guidance and leadership about the challenge. I found it when as a young lieutenant a civilian friend thrust in to my hand his copy of Lord Moran’s book. ‘Read this’ he told me, and I found myself absorbed in a book that has become a byword for the analysis and understanding of fear and the role of courage in suppressing it, written by a man who possessed extensive battlefield experience coupled with the insight of a practising doctor. The Anatomy of Courage became a gospel of guidance for me and I endeavoured to give others the opportunity to share the experience by passing copies to soldiers, friends and family who expressed an interest in the subject. Understanding courage is a timeless quest in young people – it has always been so, and changes in warfare have in no way diminished its necessity in military combat. The Anatomy of Courage is as relevant to service people today as it was when first written over sixty years ago.

The most important personal requirement for those who go to war is to understand the enigma of courage and its critical importance in overcoming fear. If you achieve that, your credit balance will stretch further. It is the need to understand this truth that has led me to value Lord Moran’s advice in The Anatomy of Courage and make it my bible for the practice of disciplining fear.


Preface to the second edition

In the summer of 1919, on my return from the war in France, I read in The Times that a Royal Commission on shell-shock had been set up, which did not contain among its members anyone who had been near the trenches. I decided to write to The Times. A friend pointed out that as I was quite unknown I should keep my letter short if I wanted to have it published. I felt too strongly to fall in with this advice, and my letter grew into a long essay on courage. When it was finished my wife took it down on a bicycle to Printing House Square. Days went by and nothing appeared and I assumed that my script had been rejected, when one day I found it on the middle page of The Times. It took up a whole column. So encouraged I sat down and wrote a second letter on the relations of Capital and Labour. My luck was in, and next day a column and a quarter of the middle page carried my message.

My two letters were read by Curtis Brown, a prominent literary agent, who asked me to call on him. He invited me to write a book based on my letters. I was excited, but when he began to question me how my days were spent he shook his head. ‘You cannot write while you are leading that kind of life,’ he grunted. He was right, and in fact it was twenty-five years before I found time to put together The Anatomy of Courage.

But from that day I began to gather material for the book. A young soldier, Goschen by name, read the letters and made up his mind that if ever he was given a position of responsibility, he would ask the writer to talk to his men on courage and fear. Fifteen years passed before he became Commandant of the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich. But he had not forgotten. One raw evening in November I found myself in a gymnasium full of fog, trying to decipher my notes by the dim light of a reading lamp.

Word went round and I was invited to address various Commands, and to meet some of the pilots in the Air Force. Group Captain Corner used to fly me in his two-seater Moth to the airfields until he was shot down. But I owe most to the Staff College at Camberley where I lectured on my subject for a number of years to very lively audiences. Quick to take my points they brought to the debate the harvest of years of experience in the handling of their men. I was pressed by those who came to these lectures to put something on paper, and this was how my book began.

It was not published until the turn of the year, 1944, the year of the invasion of Europe and the liberation of France. It is a study of men under the stress of war, based on diaries which I kept while serving in the trenches with the First Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers, from the Autumn 1914 to the Spring of 1917. It is but a step to my book on Sir Winston Churchill where I set out to describe the effect of strain on a single individual from the record in my diary of the twenty-five years during which I was associated with him.

My faith is that the martial spirit of a race is in a measure a crucial test of its virility, and that a man of character in peace is a man of courage in war. Is it not true that the early discovery of fear is as important in one army as in another? And if I am right that the morale of all armies broke sooner or later then it is not in England only that we ought to enquire into our modern equipment for meeting great adventures.

10 June, 1966.


Preface to the first edition

In this book I set out to find how courage is born and how it is sustained in a modern army of a free people. The soldier is alone in his war with terror and we have to recognize the first signs of his defeat that we may come in time to his rescue. So the first part describes the discovery of fear. The second tells how courage is spent in war. In the third part of the book – The Care and Management of Fear – I tell what can be done to delay or prevent this using up of courage.

What was happening in men’s minds? How were they wearing? Those were the only questions that seemed to matter during my years with a battalion in France. They are of everlasting consequence in war. It was my business as a doctor to find answers to such questions in time to rest a soldier who was not wearing well, that he might once more quit himself like a man.

In the chapters which I have called the Discovery of Fear I have tried to show how this was done. If the doctor knew his men he could often detect some change in their manner or way of speech that warned him before it was too late. The ‘Birth of Fear’ is the record of my vigil with the First Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers from the autumn of 1914 to the spring of 1917, to which I have added what I have learnt from pilots of the Air Force in this war. But to find fear in its infancy is not always so simple. There were sensitive men to whom the last war was purgatory, who yet contrived a mask of indifference so that they were accepted as imperturbable and were put in authority over others. When their self-control wore thin they were given to moods, which was the language in which they spoke to us of their distresses. To detect such moods and to recognize how they arose is an essential part of the early discovery of fear.

How is courage spent in war? Courage is will-power, whereof no man has an unlimited stock; and when in war it is used up, he is finished. A man’s courage is his capital and he is always spending. The call on the bank may be only the daily drain of the front line or it may be a sudden draft which threatens to close the account. His will is perhaps almost destroyed by intensive shelling, by heavy bombing, or by a bloody battle, or it is gradually used up by monotony, by exposure, by the loss of the support of stauncher spirits on whom he has come to depend, by physical exhaustion, by a wrong attitude to danger, to casualties, to war, to death itself.

Mr Duff Cooper, in his life of Lord Haig, has put forward another view of courage. He writes that the British went into the battle of the Somme a citizen army only half trained to war and that the survivors in mid-November were veterans. The British were taught to fight. While I affirm that men wear out in war like clothes. Are soldiers to be seasoned by constant fighting, or are they to be spared that they may last the longer? The issue is fundamental, it affects policy. I have therefore given my diary of the Somme that the reader may judge between us. In a battle the soldier’s senses are dulled, but even if he comes out unscathed the ordeal may shorten his life in the line, while in a trench raid, which I have described to point the contrast, the raiders’ faculties are on the alert but the effect is more fleeting, the scars are less deep.

In the ‘Care and Management of Fear’ I start with selection, since if an army is being prepared to fight it ought to begin by eliminating those who are incapable of fighting. I pass to the need of a corporate opinion in a battalion, which shall build up standards of conduct. And as an illustration I have chosen the small army who laid down their arms in 1917 and 1918 because they had got it into their heads that they were gassed. Leadership only concerns me when it hastens or delays the using up of the soldier’s will-power. But discipline runs through this part of my book like an undertone. Men are everywhere demanding whether a discipline which was designed for the illiterate is still suitable for an army with a considerable number of thinking men in its ranks. I have turned over in my mind whether it is possible to relax that discipline without impairing the soldier’s efficiency as a fighting man, and I can find only one answer in the story of war. There is nothing in the life of our times to suggest that we can make an exception now with impunity. In a democracy we need more, not less, discipline, if by discipline we mean self control. And this need is underlined by the manner in which this generation in England was prepared in peace for the ordeal of battle. The fluid mind of youth has been baffled and confused by events which have mostly arisen out of the last war. Brought up at the feet of those who served in the citizen army of that war, they have been nurtured on tales of Passchendaele and the Somme, they are prepared for any story of ineptitude. They have been taught that war is a senseless folly which solves nothing. They are sceptical and critical.

While this was happening in England, the Germans were busy applying the lessons of the last war. One of the causes of their defeat, they asserted, was that the mind of their people, and in particular of their youth, had not been prepared in peace for the trials of war. They did not intend to repeat that mistake. There was a veritable toilet of the mind – even their school books were doctored – to inculcate into the whole German nation the prized qualities of the soldier. Happily no democracy can be prepared in the German sense for war – we are of course paying in full for this freedom of the mind – but it should and can be prepared to fight evil; a free people is only ready to resist aggression when the Christian virtues flourish, for a man of character in peace is a man of courage in war.

In a sense I have made two books: one, which was scribbled down in an army note book during the last war, is an epitaph of a battalion of the professional army of 1914, so that I have become jealous of its integrity. I have altered nothing in my diary even when it has not worn well with time. It is a record of changing moods; sometimes fresh from some more personal loss I have written as though I were a pacifist and war was sheer waste, sometimes it is plain that I held war to be the ultimate test of manhood. I wrote to fill the day and to save myself from the awful sameness of those years of trench warfare. As a doctor I have not been taught to share my feelings with others and now I am a little put out to find in print the intimate metabolism of my own mind.

The other I have written when I could; the last chapter was finished in a flying boat above the Atlantic ocean, and I am writing now in a bomber by a port-hole through which if I stand I can see far below me the Libyan desert. It was written for the soldier and the sailor so that I have shunned the language of the professional psychologist, but I cannot escape from the discipline of a life spent mostly in the isolation of facts, and if I have been at pains to erase from these pages the marks of my calling, the book is documented. The casual reflections on mustard gas grew out of nearly a year’s work at Boulogne, and the view that modern war has signally failed to make cowards out of sound stock was built up, step by step, during the years that I was on the staff of a hospital for nervous diseases and saw the remnants of that struggle.

The two books have become one – the first is only used to illustrate the second – yet there still hangs around the whole a kind of dual nature. When my feelings as a man were at white heat they were always coming under the cold scrutiny of an eye trained in measurement, behind which the scientific way of life, with its passion for exactitude, pruned and purged.

The reader may sometimes wonder why, at a time when all his thoughts and hopes and fears are fixed on this war, I so often break the narrative while I ask him to live again through the experiences of the last war. But I have kept only those parts of my diary which throw light on the life of a soldier on active service in any war. Besides in war there is nothing which is new. The soldier at Waterloo saw a cannon ball coming straight for him; he could have avoided death by taking a step to one side but he did not move. If we knew why he stood fast and what he felt, it might help to anchor to his post the soldier whose ears are filled with the rising screech of the dive bomber.

If courage were common there would be no purpose in this book. But is courage common? That question haunts the pages of my diary: as time passes it changes in character. At first the question is clothed in something of the romance of those early days. Are there many adventurers left in England? And then at Ypres before the second winter doubt began to creep in until one day I had asked ‘Is this our modern equipment for meeting great adventures?’ The war dragged on; the regular soldier began to disappear – after the Somme we belonged in everything but name to Kitchener’s Army; the old confidence was replaced by a new concern for the battalion. I no longer had the heart for general speculations, but only for what might help to hold men to the task in hand, until in the third winter I wrote ‘There is a limit to the number of good men any race can furnish.’ And then with an air of finality ‘The morale of all armies broke sooner or later.’ I can find little in my diary to support the comfortable creed that all men in France were heroes. A few men had the stuff of leadership in them, they were like rafts to which all the rest of humanity clung for support and for hope.

After a quarter of a century I am driven to ask again ‘Is courage common?’ I find it difficult now, living in soft security, to speak from the bench. Twice in my lifetime I have seen boys grow to men, only to be consumed by war, and I have come to think of this almost everyday. War is only tolerable when one can take part in it, when one is a bit of the target and not a pensioned spectator. Yet when the death of husband or son or brother has grown distant, and the world is free to think again without impiety that courage is not common, men will remember that all the fine things in war as in peace are the work of a few men; that the honour of our race is in the keeping of but a fraction of her people.

We came to exalt courage. Was this man staunch in battle? That was the acid test to which every soldier in France was put. And now because courage is rare, because it alone stands between us and the ruin of our cause, we must once more acknowledge and confess the primacy of courage. This book is an attempt to unravel the behaviour of men in war, to explain how it comes that young men are ready to die that ‘there may be song for the men of after time’.

12 May, 1943.


PART ONE

The discovery of fear


CHAPTER ONE

Of how imagination helps some men and destroys others

At Armentières, one day in 1914, when the First Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers was in billets, Wickham who commanded ‘D’ Company told me that one of his sergeants was out of sorts. I found him sitting staring into the fire. He had not shaved and his trousers were half open. He seemed a morose fellow; I could get nothing out of him. Wickham did not want to send him sick, away from the battalion, besides he did not appear to be ill. We agreed to give him a rest, to let him stay in his billet till the battalion came out of the trenches. But next day when everyone had gone up the line he blew his head off. I thought little of this at the time; it seemed a silly thing to do. I knew nothing then of the tricks war can play with men’s minds. In those early days of the first German War we – the Company officers and I – did not bother about men’s minds; we did what we could for their bodies. We did not ask whether a man was wearing well or if he would last. Of course he would last, why shouldn’t he?

Months later after the corrosion of nearly a year in the Ypres salient I was less certain. The heavy shelling at Ypres had helped to sort men, some who had been aggressive enough at first with their blood up were wearing badly under stress. Early in 1916 I wrote:

During operations in the South, the battalion was ordered to do a holding attack. The day before, Jimmy Grey came to me with some aches and pains, a little fever.

‘You know, Doc, I feel pretty rotten.’

‘I’m sure you do but can’t you see this business through?’

He kept pacing up and down. He was full of his woes.

‘It will be all over in a few hours and then you can go down to the transport for a rest and stay there till you are fit.’

I grew more and more uncomfortable. That an officer should go sick like this was disquieting. I did not like it. It had never happened before. I wondered what the men would think. Jimmy had been well liked; he had a good eye and could play any ball game, besides he was the soul of good nature, but this business of war will have nothing to do with our old standards and values. There is one test, and by that he has been found wanting. In their hearts they know he has not made good and gradually as things have come to a head the subject has been dropped. Now the game was up; we should see no more of him.

My job as a medical officer was to value the assets of the battalion – to take stock – to guard against depreciation. It was not much to ask of any man, but was I doing it? The sergeant at
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