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PART I: FORMATION OF A SOLDIER (1887-1918)

	


Chapter 1  

	Victorian Roots

	 

	 

	 


On November 17, 1887, in a modest vicarage in Kennington, South London, Maud Montgomery gave birth to her fourth child, a son who would be christened Bernard Law Montgomery. The world into which he entered was one of imperial confidence, rigid social hierarchies, and unwavering certainty about Britain's place at the apex of global power. Queen Victoria sat upon her throne, presiding over an empire upon which the sun never set, and the values of duty, discipline, and devotion to service permeated every level of British society. Young Bernard would absorb these Victorian virtues thoroughly, though the manner of their transmission would leave psychological scars that shaped both the man and the military commander he would become.

	A Family of Faith and Service

	The Montgomery family represented a particular strand of Victorian respectability: educated, religious, and devoted to service rather than the accumulation of wealth. Bernard's father, Henry Montgomery, was an Anglican clergyman who had risen through diligence and ability rather than aristocratic connection. Born in 1847 in County Donegal, Ireland, Henry came from Ulster Protestant stock with Scottish roots, families who had settled in Ireland generations earlier and maintained their distinct identity within a predominantly Catholic land.

	Henry Montgomery's path to the priesthood exemplified the Victorian ideal of self-improvement through education. He attended Trinity College, Dublin, where he distinguished himself academically before taking holy orders. His career in the church demonstrated the same methodical progression that his son would later bring to military advancement. Henry was earnest, scholarly, and possessed of that particular blend of intellectual rigor and spiritual certainty that characterized the Victorian clergy at its best.

	In 1881, Henry married Maud Farrar, a woman whose personality would prove far more forceful than her husband's and whose influence on her children would be profound and, in Bernard's case, deeply problematic. Maud came from a distinguished clerical family herself. Her father, Frederic William Farrar, was a prominent Anglican churchman, author, and educator who would eventually become Dean of Canterbury. The Farrars moved in more elevated social circles than the Montgomerys, and Maud never entirely forgot this distinction.

	The marriage produced nine children in rapid succession, as was common in an era before reliable contraception. Harold was born in 1882, followed by Sibyl in 1884, Donald in 1886, and then Bernard in 1887. Five more children would follow: Una in 1889, Queenie in 1891, Brian in 1892, Colin in 1894, and finally Winsome in 1896. For Maud, this relentless cycle of pregnancy, childbirth, and infant care became a source of increasing resentment, particularly when combined with the financial constraints of a clergyman's household and the social isolation of their early postings.

	The Tasmanian Exile

	The event that would most profoundly shape Bernard's childhood occurred when he was less than two years old. In 1889, Henry Montgomery received an unexpected opportunity that would transform the family's circumstances: he was offered the position of Bishop of Tasmania. For an ambitious clergyman, this was a significant promotion, offering both status and responsibility. Tasmania, though remote, was a proper diocese requiring a bishop of capability and energy to minister to the scattered Anglican congregations across the island.

	For Henry, this was a call to service in the empire's far reaches, an opportunity to bring spiritual guidance to colonists building British civilization in the antipodes. For Maud, it was exile. She had grown up in the cultivated society of England, surrounded by her family's intellectual and social connections. Tasmania represented everything she despised: remoteness from culture, separation from family, and immersion in a colonial society she considered beneath her station.

	The family embarked for Tasmania in early 1889, undertaking the months-long voyage that carried them halfway around the world. Young Bernard, not yet two years old, would retain no memory of England from this early period. His first conscious memories would be formed in Tasmania, in the bishop's residence at Hobart, and in the various towns and settlements his father visited on his episcopal rounds.

	The Tasmania of the 1890s was a society in transition. The brutal convict era had ended only decades earlier, and the island retained something of a frontier quality despite the establishment of British institutions. The landscape was striking, green hills, eucalyptus forests, and a temperate climate that reminded homesick Britons of England itself, though with an alien quality in the strange birds, unfamiliar plants, and the ever-present awareness of being at the world's edge.

	Bishop's Court, the residence in Hobart where the Montgomery family lived, was a substantial house befitting the diocese's prelate. Yet for Maud, no house could compensate for the isolation she felt. She missed England desperately, resented her husband for bringing her to this remote posting, and increasingly viewed her children as burdens preventing her from returning to the life she craved. Her temperament, never warm, grew harsh and controlling.

	A Mother's Iron Hand

	It was in Tasmania that the dynamics of the Montgomery household crystallized into the patterns that would shape Bernard's character. Maud Montgomery ran her household with ferocious discipline. Her method of child-rearing reflected Victorian strictness taken to an extreme, shaped by her own frustrations and resentments. She believed children required absolute obedience, regular punishment, and systematic correction to prevent them from developing willfulness or pride.

	Bernard, from an early age, proved to be the most rebellious of her children. Where his older brothers were more compliant, Bernard possessed a stubborn willfulness that brought him into constant conflict with his mother. He was energetic, mischievous, and resistant to arbitrary authority, qualities that Maud was determined to crush through punishment. She beat her children regularly, but Bernard received more than his share of canings. The confrontations between mother and son became a defining feature of his childhood.

	Maud's diary entries from this period, preserved in family archives, reveal her state of mind. She wrote of feeling overwhelmed by her children, trapped by circumstances, and determined to maintain order through strict discipline. Of Bernard specifically, she noted his "naughty" behavior and his need for correction. She saw his spirit as something dangerous that required breaking, rather than a quality to be guided and channeled.

	For Bernard, these years created a fundamental psychological pattern. He learned to distrust displays of affection, which were rare in his household. He developed a fierce independence, determined never to be vulnerable to another person's emotional power over him. He built walls around his inner self, showing to the world only what he chose to reveal. Most significantly, he developed an obsessive need for control over his environment and the people within it, a need that would characterize both his personal life and his military command style.

	Yet Tasmania was not entirely bleak. Bernard had his siblings, particularly his brothers, with whom he could play and explore. The landscape itself offered freedom. In the gardens of Bishop's Court and in the hills around Hobart, he could escape his mother's surveillance for brief periods. He developed a love of physical activity, of being outdoors, of testing himself against challenges. These interests would remain with him throughout his life.

	He also received his first formal education in Tasmania. Like many children of the Victorian middle class, the Montgomery children were initially taught at home by their mother and governesses. Bernard proved intelligent but not scholarly in temperament. He learned adequately but showed no great enthusiasm for books or abstract study. What he did show was a competitive spirit and a determination to succeed at whatever he attempted, driven perhaps by a need to prove himself worthy despite his mother's constant criticisms.

	Return to England

	In 1901, after twelve years in Tasmania, Bishop Montgomery was recalled to England. He had been offered the position of Secretary of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, a significant role in the Anglican Church's missionary organization. For Henry, this was a fitting next step in his career. For Maud, it was liberation, a return to the civilization and society she had desperately missed.

	For fourteen-year-old Bernard, the return to England was a revelation. He had spent his formative years in Tasmania and arrived in England as a stranger to the land of his birth. The family settled initially in London before moving to various locations as Henry's work required. Bernard was suddenly immersed in a world far more crowded, urban, and class-conscious than Tasmania had been.

	The England of the early twentieth century was still fundamentally Victorian in its attitudes, though the old queen had died in 1901, just as the Montgomerys returned. Edward VII now sat on the throne, and the Edwardian era had begun, a period often remembered for its elegance and social ease, though beneath the surface, Britain was changing rapidly. The Boer War had revealed weaknesses in British military organization, social reformers were demanding attention to poverty and inequality, and new political forces were emerging.

	For Bernard, these broader social currents mattered less than his immediate challenges. He needed education, and his parents enrolled him at St. Paul's School in London, one of the great public schools of England. Founded in 1509, St. Paul's had a distinguished history and maintained high academic standards. It drew students primarily from the professional middle class, boys whose fathers were clergymen, doctors, lawyers, and military officers rather than aristocrats.

	St. Paul's and the Shaping of Character

	Bernard's time at St. Paul's, from 1902 to 1906, was not academically distinguished. He was a mediocre student who showed little interest in classics, literature, or the other subjects that formed the core of the public school curriculum. His examination results were adequate but unremarkable. What he did excel at was sports, particularly cricket and rugby, where his physical energy, competitive spirit, and determination to win found positive outlets.

	The public school system of Edwardian England was designed to produce a particular type of man: disciplined, stoic, capable of leadership, and imbued with values of duty and service. The curriculum emphasized classical languages and literature, but the real education occurred outside the classroom, on the playing fields, in the house system, through the complex social hierarchies that boys navigated. The system was often harsh, with younger boys expected to endure bullying and serve older students, learning their place before eventually rising to positions of authority themselves.

	Bernard adapted to this environment by developing a protective shell. He was not popular in the traditional sense, he made few close friends and was regarded by some as odd or difficult. But he earned respect through his athletic ability and his unwillingness to back down from challenges. He learned to project confidence, even when uncertain, and to maintain an appearance of control over his emotions. These were survival strategies developed in response to his mother's harsh treatment, now refined in the crucible of public school life.

	His teachers noted his determination but also a certain inflexibility in his thinking. He was not an intellectual who enjoyed exploring ideas or questioning assumptions. Rather, he preferred clear rules, definite objectives, and measurable results. This cast of mind, while limiting in some respects, would serve him well in his chosen profession.

	The Military Calling

	By the time Bernard approached his final years at St. Paul's, the question of his future career required resolution. His academic record precluded the most prestigious universities or professions. He showed no inclination toward the church, despite his family background. The family's modest finances meant that whatever path he chose would need to be relatively affordable and would need to lead to employment.

	The military emerged as the logical choice. Britain's army offered a career to gentlemen of moderate means through the system of competitive examinations for entry to the Royal Military College at Sandhurst. A commission in the army brought status, security, and the opportunity to serve the empire. For a young man of Bernard's temperament, competitive, physically active, drawn to clear hierarchies and defined objectives, military life held obvious appeal.

	Maud Montgomery opposed her son's choice. She had ambitions for her children that did not include the relatively modest career of an army officer. She wanted them to achieve positions of greater social distinction and influence. But Bernard, now approaching twenty, was determined. In one of the few instances where he openly defied his mother and prevailed, he insisted on attempting the Sandhurst examination.

	His father, perhaps understanding his son better than Maud did, supported the decision. Bishop Montgomery recognized that Bernard's qualities, his determination, physical courage, and need for structure suited him for military service. The army would provide the clear hierarchies and defined objectives that matched Bernard's psychological needs.

	Bernard prepared for the Sandhurst entrance examination with characteristic determination. The examination tested mathematics, science, languages, and general knowledge. His preparation was methodical rather than inspired, but thoroughness compensated for any lack of brilliance. In 1907, at age nineteen, he passed the examination with adequate marks and received his appointment to the Royal Military College.

	The Victorian Legacy

	Bernard Montgomery's childhood and adolescence had forged a distinctive personality. The Victorian values of duty, discipline, and service were imprinted deeply, but they were overlaid with psychological patterns shaped by his difficult relationship with his mother. He emerged from these formative years with several defining characteristics that would remain with him throughout his life and military career.

	First was an obsessive need for control. Having grown up in an environment where he was subject to arbitrary punishment and had little control over his circumstances, Bernard developed a compensatory need to control everything within his sphere of influence. This would manifest in his military career through meticulous planning, detailed orders, and an insistence on maintaining tight grip on operations.

	Second was emotional guardedness. He had learned early not to show vulnerability or depend on others for emotional support. The warmth and spontaneity that came naturally to some people had been systematically discouraged in the Montgomery household. Bernard became a man who could inspire loyalty and respect but who struggled with emotional intimacy and casual human connection.

	Third was an intense competitiveness and determination to succeed. Constantly compared unfavorably to his siblings by his mother, Bernard developed a driving need to prove his worth through achievement. He could not bear to fail or to be seen as inadequate. This quality would drive his professional ambition and his relentless pursuit of military success.

	Fourth was physical toughness and indifference to hardship. The harsh discipline of his childhood had taught him to endure discomfort without complaint. He developed a pride in his ability to withstand physical challenges and would throughout his life maintain rigorous standards of physical fitness. This would translate into high expectations for the soldiers under his command.

	Finally, there was a moral certainty and rigidity of thinking. The Victorian world of his upbringing had been one of clear rules and absolute standards. Bernard never developed much taste for moral ambiguity or intellectual complexity. He saw the world in terms of right and wrong, success and failure, proper and improper. This clarity could be a strength in making decisions but could also make him inflexible and unable to adapt when circumstances required nuance.

	As Bernard Montgomery prepared to begin his military career at Sandhurst in 1907, he carried with him this complex inheritance. The Victorian world that had shaped him was already passing. The certainties of imperial Britain would soon be shattered by the cataclysm of the First World War. But the character formed in those Victorian years, for better and worse, would remain essentially unchanged. The boy who had endured his mother's harsh discipline, who had learned to trust only in his own determination and careful planning, who had built walls around his emotions and developed an iron will to succeed, was about to enter an institution that would refine these qualities into instruments of military leadership.

	The army would give Bernard Montgomery the structure, hierarchy, and clear objectives he craved. It would channel his competitive drive and his need for control into productive directions. It would value his toughness and his methodical approach. The question, to be answered in the crucible of war, was whether these qualities would prove sufficient to make him not just an adequate officer but a great commander. The answer would be written in the deserts of North Africa, the beaches of Normandy, and the plains of northern Europe. But the foundation was laid in the Victorian household of Bishop Montgomery, in the sun-drenched landscape of Tasmania, and in the playing fields of St. Paul's School, the places where Bernard Law Montgomery learned who he was and who he would become.

	 

	 



Chapter 2

	The Making of an Officer

	 

	 


In January 1907, Bernard Montgomery passed through the gates of the Royal Military College, Sandhurst, as one of approximately 200 cadets in his intake. He was nineteen years old, physically fit, and determined to succeed in an institution that had been producing officers for the British Army since 1802. Sandhurst represented the culmination of his ambitions and the beginning of his transformation from a rebellious, difficult youth into a professional soldier. Yet the transformation would not be smooth, and Montgomery's time at Sandhurst would reveal both the strengths and the dangerous weaknesses in his character.

	The Sandhurst System

	The Royal Military College in 1907 was an institution steeped in tradition and designed to produce a specific type of officer for the British Army. Located in Berkshire, about thirty miles southwest of London, the college occupied an imposing complex of buildings that reflected its importance to the imperial military machine. The grand entrance, the chapel, the Old Building with its classical facade, all spoke of permanence, authority, and the weight of tradition.

	The course of instruction lasted approximately eighteen months and was divided into two terms per year. Cadets were organized into companies, lived in barracks under military discipline, and followed a rigorous schedule that began with early morning reveille and ended with lights out at night. The curriculum combined military subjects, tactics, fortification, military law, military history with continued academic instruction in mathematics, languages, and science. Physical training was emphasized, with regular drill, riding instruction, and sport.

	The social atmosphere at Sandhurst reflected the class structure of the Edwardian British Army. Most cadets came from public schools and professional or gentry families. Many had military backgrounds, fathers, uncles, or brothers who had served. There was an unspoken hierarchy based on social background, with aristocratic cadets and those destined for fashionable cavalry or Guards regiments occupying the top tier, while middle-class cadets heading for line infantry regiments like Montgomery occupied a more modest position.

	The stated purpose of Sandhurst was to instill leadership qualities, military knowledge, and the values of the officer corps: courage, honor, loyalty to one's men, and devotion to duty. The unstated purpose was to socialize young men into the particular culture of the British officer class, to teach them not just how to command but how to be officers and gentlemen. This included everything from proper bearing and speech to the subtle codes of conduct that governed relationships between officers.

	For Montgomery, Sandhurst offered what he had always craved: clear standards, definite objectives, and a meritocratic system where performance could be measured and rewarded. Unlike the civilian world with its ambiguities and social complexities, the military world made sense to him. Orders were given and followed. Success and failure could be objectively assessed. Rank provided clear lines of authority. This was an environment where his particular combination of determination, attention to detail, and need for control could flourish.

	Early Promise and Dangerous Impulses

	Montgomery approached his military training with characteristic intensity. He was physically fit and took naturally to drill, weapons training, and tactical exercises. His competitive nature drove him to excel in military subjects, and he began to earn good marks in areas that had never interested him in civilian education. When the subject matter had practical application to soldiering, he could focus and master it effectively.

	In the formal aspects of military training, Montgomery demonstrated genuine aptitude. He understood the principles of tactics, grasped the importance of terrain and logistics, and showed an ability to think through military problems methodically. His instructors noted his seriousness of purpose and his determination to master the military profession. Unlike some cadets who treated Sandhurst as merely a social stepping stone, Montgomery was genuinely interested in becoming an effective officer.

	Socially, however, he remained difficult. He made few friends among his fellow cadets and was regarded by many as odd, intense, and lacking in humor. He did not participate in the easy camaraderie that developed in the barracks, nor did he enjoy the drinking and social activities that occupied many cadets' leisure time. His years of emotional guardedness and his fundamental discomfort with casual intimacy isolated him from his peers.

	More problematically, Montgomery displayed a cruel streak and poor judgment when it came to the informal aspects of military culture. Sandhurst, like all military institutions of the era, had traditions of hazing and rough treatment of junior cadets by their seniors. This was considered character-building, a way of testing whether young men could endure hardship and maintain composure under pressure. Most cadets participated in this system to some degree, enduring it as juniors and then inflicting it on the next generation.

	Montgomery, however, took it too far. In his second term, when he had some seniority over newer cadets, he became involved in an incident that nearly destroyed his military career before it began. The details, preserved in Sandhurst records and later recounted by Montgomery himself with varying degrees of candor, involved the severe mistreatment of a junior cadet.

	The Incident and Its Consequences

	The precise events of what became known as "the burning incident" have been debated by Montgomery's biographers, but the essential facts are clear. Montgomery and several other senior cadets subjected a junior cadet to a form of hazing that involved setting fire to his shirttails. What was perhaps intended as a prank or initiation ritual went horribly wrong. The junior cadet was severely burned, suffering injuries serious enough to require medical treatment and hospitalization.

	The matter could not be covered up. The injured cadet required care, and questions were asked. An investigation was launched, and Montgomery was identified as the ringleader of the group responsible. The consequences were severe. In an era when the officer corps prided itself on honor and gentlemanly conduct, this kind of brutal behavior was viewed as shameful. It suggested not high spirits or youthful indiscretion but a fundamental lack of judgment and humanity.

	Montgomery was very nearly expelled from Sandhurst. Expulsion would have meant the end of his military ambitions and public disgrace for his family. The authorities debated his fate. Some argued for dismissal, seeing in the incident evidence of a character unsuited to the responsibilities of an officer. Others, perhaps recognizing that Montgomery's motivation stemmed from an excess of the aggressive qualities the army needed rather than from genuine sadism, advocated for a lesser punishment.

	Ultimately, Montgomery was reduced in rank within the cadet hierarchy, effectively held back for several months, and required to repeat portions of his training. This was a humiliating punishment, seeing cadets junior to him promoted ahead of him while he remained in a subordinate position. For a young man as proud and competitive as Montgomery, it was a bitter experience. He was forced to watch as peers he had considered his equals or inferiors passed him by.

	The incident revealed troubling aspects of Montgomery's character. His capacity for cruelty when given power over others, his poor judgment about where to draw lines, and his tendency to take things to extremes were all on display. These were the dark side of qualities that could be valuable in a military officer, aggressiveness, determination, and a hard attitude toward those under his command. The question was whether he could learn to channel these qualities appropriately or whether they would continue to lead him into disaster.

	To his credit, Montgomery did learn from the experience, though perhaps not in the way his superiors hoped. He learned to be more careful, to calculate consequences before acting, and to maintain better control over his impulses. He did not, however, fundamentally change his view of discipline and command. He remained convinced that harsh treatment could be justified if it served the purpose of creating toughness and testing character. Throughout his military career, he would maintain exacting standards and show little sympathy for those who failed to meet them. But he would be more careful about where and how he applied pressure.

	Redemption and Commissioning

	Following his punishment, Montgomery devoted himself to rebuilding his standing at Sandhurst. He worked diligently at his military studies, maintained exemplary conduct, and gradually rehabilitated his reputation. His instructors, while not forgetting the incident, acknowledged his efforts and his evident commitment to the military profession. The qualities that had made him dangerous, his intensity, his competitiveness, his refusal to accept failure now worked in his favor as he fought to recover from his disgrace.

	By the time he completed his course, Montgomery had achieved adequate marks and demonstrated sufficient military competence to receive his commission. In September 1908, at the age of twenty, he was gazetted as a second lieutenant in the Royal Warwickshire Regiment. This was a solid but not prestigious posting. The Royal Warwickshire Regiment was a line infantry regiment with a respectable history but none of the social cachet of the Guards or cavalry regiments. For Montgomery, coming from a middle-class clerical family and having narrowly avoided expulsion from Sandhurst, it was an appropriate placement.

	The commission brought immediate changes to his status and circumstances. He was now an officer and a gentleman, entitled to use the title and to wear the uniform. More practically, he had a profession and a regular income, modest though it was. A second lieutenant's pay was not generous, and officers were expected to supplement it with private income to maintain the lifestyle expected of their position. For Montgomery, whose family had no wealth, this would mean living carefully and within his means, a habit of financial prudence he would maintain throughout his life.

	He joined his regiment at its posting in Peshawar, on the northwest frontier of India. This meant immediate immersion in the world of the Indian Army, which in 1908 was at the height of its imperial role. The journey to India by ship took weeks, carrying Montgomery from England through the Mediterranean, the Suez Canal, and across the Indian Ocean to Bombay, then by rail north to the Punjab and finally to Peshawar.

	India and the Frontier

	The India that Montgomery encountered in late 1908 was the jewel of the British Empire, a vast subcontinent of hundreds of millions of people ruled by a few thousand British civil servants and soldiers. The British Indian Army was the enforcer of this rule, maintaining order internally and defending the frontiers against external threats. For British officers, India offered opportunities for adventure, responsibility at a young age, and the chance to practice their profession in ways impossible in the peacetime garrison duties of England.

	Peshawar was located in one of the most sensitive areas of British India, the North-West Frontier Province, bordering Afghanistan. This was contested territory where the authority of the British Raj gradually faded into the tribal areas where Pashtun tribesmen maintained their independence and periodically raided British positions. Frontier warfare was a constant low-intensity conflict involving patrols, punitive expeditions, and occasional sharp engagements. It was an ideal training ground for young officers, offering real military experience short of full-scale war.

	The Royal Warwickshire Regiment's role in Peshawar was typical of frontier duty. The battalion maintained security, conducted patrols into tribal territory, and stood ready to respond to any larger disturbances. The work was demanding but also routine, alternating between periods of boredom in cantonments and periods of heightened alert during operations. For junior officers like Montgomery, it meant learning the practical aspects of commanding soldiers, how to maintain discipline, how to train men, how to operate in harsh conditions, and how to make decisions under pressure.

	Montgomery threw himself into mastering his profession. He studied military history and tactics, particularly the campaigns of frontier warfare. He trained rigorously with his platoon, drilling them in marksmanship, fieldcraft, and minor tactics. He learned to know his soldiers as individuals, their strengths, weaknesses, and characters. This was essential in an army where British officers commanded Indian soldiers (sepoys) and where effective command depended on understanding and working within very different cultural contexts.

	His fellow officers found him as difficult socially as his fellow cadets had at Sandhurst. Montgomery did not drink alcohol, which in an officer corps where the mess and the bar were central to social life marked him as peculiar. He did not enjoy cards, gambling, or the other pastimes that occupied many officers' leisure hours. He preferred to spend his time on professional reading, physical training, or practical military matters. This made him respected for his professionalism but not liked for his companionship.

	Professional Development

	During his years in India, from 1908 to 1912, Montgomery laid the foundation for his later success as a military commander. He developed several key habits and approaches that would characterize his entire career.

	First was an obsessive attention to training and preparation. Montgomery believed that battles were won before they were fought, through thorough training that made correct responses automatic. He drilled his men repeatedly in basic skills until they could perform them under stress. This reflected both his personality, his need for control and his belief in methodical preparation and sound military judgment. Well-trained troops would indeed perform better in the chaos of combat.

	Second was an emphasis on physical fitness. Montgomery maintained rigorous standards for himself, rising early for runs and exercise, and he expected the same from his men. He believed that physical toughness translated into mental toughness and that soldiers who were fit would endure the hardships of the campaign more effectively. Throughout his career, even as he aged, he would maintain this emphasis on fitness.

	Third was an interest in the welfare of his soldiers. Montgomery was a harsh disciplinarian and demanded high standards, but he also ensured that his men were properly fed, equipped, and cared for. This was partly calculation, well-cared-for soldiers performed better but it also reflected a sense of responsibility. Officers were expected to look after their men, and Montgomery took this duty seriously even as he drove them hard in training.

	Fourth was a growing confidence in his own judgment. Montgomery's experiences in India reinforced his belief that he could assess situations clearly and make correct decisions. When his approaches to training or tactics proved effective, it confirmed his view that his methods were superior to conventional practice. This growing self-confidence would eventually evolve into the supreme self-assurance that characterized his later command style, for better and worse.

	The frontier operations in which Montgomery participated during these years were small-scale but valuable learning experiences. He led patrols into tribal territory, experienced being under fire, and learned to make tactical decisions in real combat situations, albeit limited ones. These were not the large-scale battles he would later command, but they were authentic military experiences that taught practical lessons about leadership, logistics, and the friction of war.

	Return to England and Ireland

	In 1912, the Royal Warwickshire Regiment was rotated back to England, and Montgomery returned home after nearly four years in India. The England he returned to was changing rapidly. The Edwardian era was giving way to something new. Political tensions were rising, with conflicts over Irish Home Rule, labor unrest, and suffragette agitation challenging the old certainties. In Europe, the great powers were arming and forming alliances in ways that would soon prove catastrophic.

	The British Army itself was undergoing reforms following the Boer War, which had revealed serious weaknesses in organization, training, and doctrine. The Secretary of State for War, Richard Haldane, had modernized the army's structure, created the Territorial Force as a reserve, and improved officer education. The army that Montgomery served in 1912 was more professional and better prepared than it had been a decade earlier, though still small compared to the mass conscript armies of continental Europe.

	Montgomery's regiment was posted to Ireland, and he found himself serving in a country on the brink of civil conflict. The issue of Irish Home Rule, whether Ireland should have its own parliament while remaining within the United Kingdom was tearing Irish society apart. Ulster Protestants, concentrated in the north, were organizing to resist Home Rule by force if necessary. Irish nationalists were determined to achieve it. The British Army was caught in the middle, expected to maintain order while politicians debated Ireland's future.

	For Montgomery, service in Ireland was less professionally satisfying than India had been. There were no frontier operations, no clear military objectives, only the uncomfortable duty of standing between hostile civilian populations. It was police work rather than soldiering, and it offered little opportunity for the kind of professional development he craved. He continued his training regimen, his reading, and his study of military problems, but he was essentially marking time, waiting for opportunities for advancement or for something more substantial to test his abilities.

	On the Eve of War

	By the summer of 1914, Montgomery had been a commissioned officer for six years. He was twenty-six years old, a first lieutenant in a line infantry regiment, with experience in India and Ireland but no combat in a serious war. His record was solid but not distinguished. His efficiency reports noted his professional competence and dedication but also his difficult personality and lack of social grace. He was regarded as a capable officer who could be relied upon to carry out his duties competently, but not as someone destined for high command.

	Yet Montgomery himself possessed absolute confidence in his abilities. The insecure boy who had suffered under his mother's harsh treatment had been replaced by a man certain of his own judgment and convinced that his methods were superior to those of his contemporaries. He had developed a rigorous approach to military training, a clear understanding of what he believed made soldiers effective, and an unwavering determination to succeed in his chosen profession.

	The qualities that would eventually make him a successful commander were present but still rough and unrefined. His attention to detail, his emphasis on preparation and training, his concern for logistics and administration, these were assets. His inflexibility, his difficulty in working with peers and superiors, his tendency toward self-righteousness, these were liabilities. Whether the assets would prove more valuable than the liabilities remained to be seen.

	In late July 1914, as the diplomatic crisis following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo escalated toward war, Montgomery and his regiment prepared for mobilization. Like most British officers, he welcomed the prospect of war. It would offer opportunities for professional advancement and the chance to test himself in real combat. The peacetime army had been frustrating, with its slow promotions and limited scope for distinguishing oneself. War would change everything.

	On August 4, 1914, Britain declared war on Germany, and the British Expeditionary Force began mobilizing for deployment to France. The Royal Warwickshire Regiment was part of this force, and Lieutenant Bernard Montgomery would soon be crossing the Channel to face the German Army. The making of an officer was complete. The testing of that officer in the crucible of the most destructive war yet known was about to begin. Everything Montgomery had learned at Sandhurst, in India, and in Ireland would be put to the test. The professional soldier was ready. Whether he would prove equal to the challenge of modern industrialized warfare remained to be determined.

	 



Chapter 3

	Baptism by Fire - The Great War

	 

	 


On August 22, 1914, Lieutenant Bernard Montgomery crossed the English Channel with the British Expeditionary Force, bound for France and a war that would transform both the world and his understanding of military operations. He was twenty-six years old, eager for combat, and confident in his training and abilities. Like most of his contemporaries, he expected a war of movement and decisive battles, concluded within months. What he would experience instead was something for which no amount of peacetime training could have prepared him: the industrial slaughter of modern warfare and the nightmare of trench combat that would dominate the Western Front for four years.

	Into Battle: The Retreat from Mons

	The British Expeditionary Force that deployed to France in August 1914 was small by continental standards, approximately 100,000 men compared to the millions mobilized by France and Germany but it was probably the best-trained and most professional army Britain had ever sent to war. Composed entirely of regular soldiers with years of service, led by experienced officers, and equipped with modern weapons, the BEF represented the peak of the Victorian and Edwardian military tradition. Montgomery's battalion, the 1st Royal Warwickshire Regiment, was part of the 10th Infantry Brigade in the 4th Division.

	The BEF's mission was to take position on the left flank of the French armies and help stop the German advance through Belgium. The German plan, the Schlieffen Plan, called for a massive sweep through Belgium and northern France to envelop and destroy the French armies before turning east to deal with Russia. Everything depended on speed. The Germans needed to knock France out of the war before Russia could fully mobilize its vast but slow-moving armies.

	Montgomery's first experience of war came not in the offensive operations he had anticipated but in retreat. On August 23, the BEF encountered the German First Army at Mons in Belgium. The British troops, occupying defensive positions along the canal, inflicted heavy casualties on the attacking Germans with their rapid and accurate rifle fire. The German infantry, advancing in dense formations, were cut down in swathes. For a few hours, it seemed the British would hold.

	But the strategic situation was impossible. The French armies on the British right were in full retreat, driven back by the weight of the German advance. The BEF risked being outflanked and surrounded if it remained at Mons. The order came to retreat, and the British began a fighting withdrawal that would last for two weeks and cover over 200 miles.

	For Montgomery and the men of his platoon, the retreat from Mons was an introduction to the chaos, exhaustion, and constant danger of active operations. They marched day and night, sometimes covering thirty miles in a day, snatching a few hours of sleep when they could, always with German cavalry patrols threatening their flanks and rear. They fought rearguard actions at Le Cateau and other positions, trying to delay the German advance while the main body of the BEF fell back toward Paris.

	Montgomery proved himself during this difficult period. Leading his platoon in the confusion of retreat, maintaining discipline when men were exhausted and demoralized, making tactical decisions under pressure, these were the real tests of junior leadership, and he passed them. His peacetime training in India and England had instilled the right habits. His men responded to his confidence and his evident competence. They trusted that he knew what he was doing, and that trust helped them maintain cohesion when other units were dissolving into disordered mobs.

	The retreat finally ended in early September when the French commander, General Joffre, decided to counterattack. The Battle of the Marne stopped the German advance and forced them to retreat to defensive positions along the Aisne River. The BEF participated in this counteroffensive, advancing back over the ground they had retreated across. For a brief moment, it seemed the war might develop as expected, mobile operations, flanking maneuvers and decisive battles.

	The Reality of Modern War: Méteren

	But the war was about to take a different turn. Both sides attempted to outflank each other to the north in what became known as the "Race to the Sea." The BEF was moved north to Flanders, to the area around Ypres, to prevent a German breakthrough to the Channel ports. It was here, in October 1914, that Montgomery would receive his baptism by fire in earnest and learn the terrible lessons of modern warfare.

	On October 13, 1914, near the village of Méteren in Belgium, Montgomery's battalion was ordered to attack German positions. The operation was typical of the early fighting, hastily planned, inadequately supported, and launched against enemies whose strength and positions were imperfectly known. Montgomery led his platoon forward in the attack, moving across open ground toward German trenches.

	What happened next would shape the rest of his life. As Montgomery's men advanced, German machine guns opened fire. The deadly efficiency of modern firepower revealed itself. Men fell all around him. The carefully rehearsed tactical formations that had worked on peacetime exercises disintegrated under the hail of bullets. Montgomery kept moving forward, leading by example, trying to maintain momentum.

	Then he was hit. A bullet struck him in the chest, passing through his right lung. He fell, severely wounded, unable to move. Around him, the attack faltered and broke. His men, pinned down by fire, could not continue the advance. Montgomery lay in the open, bleeding heavily, conscious but unable to help himself. He would have died there, bleeding out on the Belgian mud, but for the courage of a soldier from his platoon who crawled forward under fire, reached him, and tried to help.

	In a cruel twist, as this soldier, whose name Montgomery would later forget, to his lasting regret attempted to bandage Montgomery's wound, he too was shot and killed, falling across Montgomery's body. Montgomery lay there for hours, trapped beneath the dead soldier's weight, expecting to die himself. The pain was excruciating. His lung was filling with blood. He drifted in and out of consciousness.

	When darkness fell and German fire slackened, other soldiers from his platoon finally reached him. They pulled the dead soldier off him, bandaged his wound as best they could in the darkness, and carried him back to British lines. He was evacuated to a field hospital, then to a base hospital, and finally back to England for extended recovery. The doctors were uncertain whether he would survive. The wound was severe, and infection was always a risk in an era before antibiotics.

	Recovery and Reflection

	Montgomery spent months recovering in England. The wound healed slowly, leaving him with a damaged lung and reduced physical capacity. For a man who had prided himself on his fitness and physical prowess, this was a bitter blow. He would never again have the full lung capacity he had enjoyed before the war. Physical exertion would always be more difficult, though he would continue to maintain rigorous fitness standards for himself throughout his life, working around his limitations.

	The time in hospital gave him something rare for a soldier in wartime: time to think. He had experienced combat at its most brutal. He had seen how quickly carefully planned operations could collapse into chaos. He had witnessed the dominance of defensive firepower over attacking infantry. He had nearly died from a single bullet fired by an enemy he never saw. These experiences forced him to confront the reality of modern war, which bore little resemblance to the romantic notions he had carried with him from Sandhurst and India.

	Several lessons crystallized in his mind during this period. First, casualties were inevitable in modern war, but some attacks were more costly than others based on how they were planned and executed. The attack at Méteren had been poorly prepared, launched without adequate reconnaissance or fire support, sending infantry against prepared positions defended by machine guns. Better planning, better preparation, better intelligence, these could reduce casualties even if they couldn't eliminate them.

	Second, leadership in modern war required different qualities than leadership in colonial frontier campaigns. The scale was different. The intensity was different. The rapid consumption of men was different. A junior officer could train and bond with his men for months, then see them wiped out in minutes. This required a different emotional approach, a greater detachment, a more systematic view of soldiers as military resources to be employed effectively rather than as individuals with whom one formed close relationships.

	Third, and most fundamentally, Montgomery came to believe that battles should not be fought unless victory was reasonably certain and the cost acceptable. This was a radical conclusion for a professional soldier, seemingly at odds with the military virtues of courage and offensive spirit. But Montgomery's experience had taught him that brave men could be killed uselessly if they were sent into battle without proper preparation and support. This insight would shape his entire approach to command: never fight unless you're ready, never attack without adequate resources, never risk your men unnecessarily.

	Return to the Front

	By early 1915, Montgomery was sufficiently recovered to return to active service, though he was not yet fit for front-line infantry command. He was assigned as a staff officer, first with the brigade and then with division headquarters. This was actually a fortunate development for his career, even if he initially resented being taken away from troop command. Staff work would give him a broader view of operations, expose him to higher-level planning, and teach him the administrative and logistical skills that would prove essential later.

	The war he returned to in 1915 was settling into the grim pattern that would characterize the Western Front for the next three years. Both sides had dug continuous lines of trenches from the Swiss border to the English Channel. These trench systems, protected by barbed wire and machine guns, proved nearly impregnable to frontal assault. Yet both sides kept trying, launching massive offensives that gained little ground at terrible cost.

	Montgomery's staff positions gave him a perspective on these operations that most junior officers lacked. He saw how battles were planned at division and corps level, how resources were allocated, how logistics worked or failed to work. He observed the gap between what was planned at headquarters and what actually happened on the battlefield. He noted which commanders seemed to grasp the realities of trench warfare and which ones kept repeating the same mistakes.

	The year 1915 was one of costly failures on the Western Front. The British attacked at Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge, and Loos, gaining little at enormous cost. The French launched massive offensives in Champagne and Artois with similar results. The pattern was always the same: preliminary artillery bombardment that failed to destroy the defenses, infantry assault that gained the first line of trenches at heavy cost, then a German counterattack that recaptured the lost ground. Hundreds of thousands of men were killed or wounded for gains measured in yards.

	As a staff officer, Montgomery was involved in planning these operations and observing their results. He learned what worked and what didn't. Artillery preparation needed to be longer and more intense. Infantry needed to be trained for the specific conditions of trench assault. Reserves had to be positioned to exploit success quickly before the enemy could react. Logistics had to be planned meticulously because the mud and destruction made movement difficult. Above all, attacks needed to have clear, limited objectives rather than grandiose goals of breakthrough and exploitation.

	The Somme and After

	In 1916, Montgomery was promoted to captain and later to temporary major, serving as a brigade major, the chief staff officer of an infantry brigade. This was a position of significant responsibility, involving the detailed planning and coordination of all brigade operations. He served in this capacity during the Battle of the Somme, which began on July 1, 1916, and continued through November.

	The Somme was the bloodiest battle in British military history. On the first day alone, the British Army suffered nearly 60,000 casualties, including 20,000 dead. The battle continued for months, a grinding attrition

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




