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When you go home
Tell them of us and say
For your tomorrow
We gave our today

Inscription on the 2nd Division
War Memorial at Kohima
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There is a Buddhist school across the road from the cemetery. The road is busy, rumbling with heavy traffic in the searing heat of the midday sun, but you can still hear the children chanting, or perhaps singing. It is a sweet sound, innocent, peaceful. Here in the cemetery, dragonflies jink in the shimmering haze over the graves and butterflies flit among the flowering shrubs. We are walking up and down the rows of engraved tablets set into the neatly trimmed grass, reading the inscriptions from loved ones – mainly parents, for these are predominantly young men buried here. They are heartbreaking, almost unbearably poignant. I can see my wife, two rows distant, is silently weeping.

‘Had you known this boy of ours, you would have loved him too.’

‘One treasured gift I do retain, your smiling face in a photo frame. Mother.’

‘A vacant place to fill, we miss you son and always will.’

‘Whatever else I fail to do, I never fail to think of you.’

‘You were all I wanted out of life and tho’ you have been taken away, my love will never die.’

‘To all the world you were only one, to me you were all the world.’

‘A loving husband and true friend, one of the best. Goodnight Daddy. Ann and Betty.’

‘We shall grow old and weary but he, beyond the reach of time, will always be our lad.’

‘Where once there was sunshine, there is now a shadow forever.’

‘Tho’ we smile and seem care free, no one misses you more than we. Mam and all.’

‘My memories are all that are left of a dearly beloved husband, sadly missed.’

‘Yours was the courage, laughing soldier. May the fortitude be mine.’

‘We had a son.’

Who can know the unfathomable grief which must lie behind those four simple words ‘We had a son’? Six thousand, three hundred and sixty-eight men, including seven posthumous holders of the Victoria Cross, are buried in the Taukyyan war cemetery outside Rangoon. Many of them are unidentified. They were moved from scattered battlefield graves across Burma in the Fifties and brought here to rest in the dignified setting of an immaculate Commonwealth War Grave. The names of 26,857 men ‘to whom the fortunes of war denied customary rites accorded to their comrades in death’ are commemorated in a rotunda in the centre of the cemetery. Some 8,000 men, casualties of the Burma campaign, are buried in other war graves elsewhere in Burma and northern India. Thousands more were cremated, ‘in accordance with their faith’.

These men, far from home, fought and died in conditions almost more terrible than can be imagined. They faced a fearless, barbaric enemy devoid of compassion, beyond the reach of humanity. Their battles were waged in the world’s most difficult terrain – in mountains, mangrove swamps and jungle – and in the world’s worst climate, where malaria was endemic and dysentery commonplace. More men, many more, died of tropical diseases than at the hands of the enemy. What made their plight even worse was that Burma was no one’s priority – at the bottom of the list for new equipment, for supplies, for aircraft, for tanks, for everything. No wonder the long-suffering men of the 14th Army called themselves ‘The Forgotten Army’.

It required a man of exceptional qualities to transform the miserable fortunes of ‘The Forgotten Army’ and turn defeat into victory. That man was Bill Slim, a general who came to be idolised by his troops. The British soldiers called him ‘Uncle Bill’, the Indians and Gurkhas ‘Cha Cha Slim Sahib’.
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Onslaught

The first wave of aircraft attacked the warships at anchor in Pearl Harbor at 0748, Hawaiian time, on 7 December 1941, the ‘day of infamy’. A few minutes earlier, nearly 4,000 miles to the east in the South China Sea, where it was the middle of a murky night, Japanese warships opened up an artillery bombardment on the eastern coasts of Thailand and Malaya as landing craft loaded with troops were being silently winched into the heaving sea from a fleet of 20 transports wallowing offshore. Before embarking, each man had been issued with a field manual which glorified the task ahead: ‘We Japanese, heirs to 2,600 years of a glorious past, have now, in response to the trust placed in us by His Majesty the Commander-in-Chief, risen in the cause of the peoples of Asia, and embarked upon a noble and solemn undertaking which will change the course of world history …’

As Japanese troops were fighting their way on shore in Thailand and Malaya, 60,000 troops of the 23rd Army crossed the Shenzhen river in China and fell on the British colony of Hong Kong. Almost at the same time, further to the south, Japanese bombers and Zero fighters attacked the US air base at Clark Field in the Philippines and destroyed half the aircraft of the Far East Air Force in 45 minutes.

By the time the smoke had cleared from Pearl Harbor and a traumatised America began to come to terms with what had happened, it was evident that Japan had embarked on a sweeping armed conquest aimed at domination of Asia and the destruction of European and American imperialism. London and Washington were stunned by the speed and ferocity of the coordinated assault as Japanese forces smashed through Allied defences throughout Asia in one astounding victory after another. Within ten days US air power in the Philippines had virtually been destroyed; the battleship HMS Prince of Wales and the battle cruiser HMS Repulse – the pride of the Royal Navy – steaming north to intercept Japanese warships, had been sunk off Singapore with the loss of 840 lives; Hong Kong was expected to fall at any time; further landings had taken place in Borneo and the Dutch East Indies.

On 17 December the Japanese 25th Army under Lieutenant General Yamashita Tomoyuki captured Penang and began advancing down the Malaya peninsula towards the British fortress of Singapore. British, Indian and Australian troops defending Malaya found themselves facing a formidable and terrifying enemy – a war machine, as Churchill put it, of ‘hideous efficiency’. Japanese soldiers were well-trained, highly motivated, incredibly resilient, ruthless and utterly fearless, inculcated with a belief there was no greater glory than to die honourably in the service of the Emperor, ‘the Son of Heaven’. To be taken prisoner alive was a disgrace. As Bill Slim would say much later, in order to capture a Japanese position held by 500 men you first had to kill 495 of them and then the final five would commit suicide.

To the Allied troops the jungle was impenetrable and dangerous; to the Japanese it offered an opportunity to encircle the enemy unseen. A British historian pointed out after the war, as if it was somehow ungentlemanly, that the wily Japanese ‘did not come down the road in a straightforward manner’. Time and again, Japanese troops would emerge from the jungle at the rear of bewildered Allied troops, cutting off their retreat. The Allies were encumbered by heavy equipment, boots and helmets and were largely restricted to movement by truck on roads or tracks, whereas Japanese infantrymen wore canvas shoes, cotton shorts and shirts, carried their own ammunition and four-day ration packs, used bicycles or animals for transport, and slipped through the jungle like wraiths.

On 21 December the Thai government signed a treaty of friendship with Japan, effectively providing Japan with a launch pad to invade Burma. Two days later Japanese aircraft began bombing the vital strategic port of Rangoon while two divisions from the 15th Army, under the command of the veteran General Shōjirō Iida,1 concentrated in Thailand near the Burma border. The British had virtually no information regarding enemy intentions – no attempt had been made to embed intelligence agents inside Thailand partly because of lack of funds and partly because few people had ever expected Burma to be attacked. The Governor-General of the colony, Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith, had confidently reported to London the previous summer his belief that if the Japanese had the temerity to attempt an invasion of Burma the Burmese would rise up against them ‘as one man’. (In fact, the very opposite happened – the Japanese invaders were largely welcomed as liberators from the colonial yoke.) After a visit to Rangoon in October 1941, General Archibald Wavell, Commander-in-Chief India, persuaded himself that Dorman-Smith’s analysis was correct. Wavell also made little secret of his contempt for the fighting qualities of the Japanese Imperial Army – a crass misjudgement with far-reaching consequences.

On the afternoon of Christmas Day 1941, after 17 days of fierce fighting, Hong Kong fell. The garrison was outnumbered by nearly four to one and had no significant air or naval defences, although the Governor, Sir Mark Aitchison Young, initially rejected an enemy ultimatum to surrender and called on the troops to ‘hold fast for King and Empire’. But continued bombing raids severed water mains and the Japanese took control of the remaining reservoir, along with the power station. Faced by the prospect of death from thirst and starvation, the Governor surrendered in person at the Japanese headquarters on the third floor of the Peninsula Hotel, said to be ‘the finest hotel east of Suez’. It was a humiliating moment – the first occasion on which a British Crown Colony had ever capitulated to an invading force. Sir Mark was confined to a suite in the hotel for two months before being shipped to prison in Shanghai; 7,000 Allied soldiers and civilians became prisoners of war.

By the end of the first week of January the entire northern region of Malaya was in Japanese hands; Kuala Lumpur, the capital, was captured unopposed on 11 January. Yamashita’s 25th Army brushed aside all the Allied defences set up to block its relentless advance towards Singapore. On 27 January the last Allied troops on the Malayan peninsula were ordered to retreat across the causeway linking Johore with Singapore – Britain’s ‘impregnable’ island fortress. Four days later British engineers blew up the causeway to delay the inevitable attack on the island, which began at 2030 on 8 February when the first wave of 4,000 Japanese troops began crossing the Johore Strait in boats. Further landings followed all round the island and within days the garrison was fighting for its life.

On the evening of 10 February, Churchill cabled Wavell in apocalyptic terms: ‘There must at this stage be no thought of saving the troops or sparing the population. The battle must be fought to the bitter end at all costs … Commanders and senior officers should die with their troops. The honour of the British Empire and of the British Army is at stake … the whole reputation of our country and our race is involved. It is expected that every unit will be brought into close contact with the enemy and fight it out …’2 Brave words, but ultimately futile. On the following day Yamashita called on Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, the commander of the garrison, to give up ‘this meaningless and desperate resistance’. Percival refused. On 14 February – St Valentine’s Day – Japanese troops captured the Alexandra Military Hospital, massacred 321 patients and doctors and raped many of the nurses, a foretaste of the innumerable atrocities to come at the hands of a bestial enemy with utter contempt for prisoners.

By the morning of 15 February, the 25th Army had broken through the last lines of the Allied defences. With food and ammunition running out, Percival held a conference of his senior commanders and all agreed that there was no possibility of mounting a counter-attack and that surrender, no matter how unacceptable and ignominious, was the only option. A photograph of Percival, accompanied by staff officers, one carrying the Union flag and another a white flag, on their way to the surrender ceremony became powerful propaganda for the enemy. At 1715 that afternoon, Percival signed the formal surrender document at the Ford Motor Company factory after Yamashita had thumped the table with his fist when his demands for an ‘unconditional surrender’ were at first resisted. The Rising Sun was hoisted at the top of the tallest office building on the island and more than 100,000 British troops became prisoners of war (some 12,000 would subsequently die of disease and starvation). It was, one senior commander observed, ‘a great disaster for British arms, one of the worst in history, and a great blow to the honour and prestige of the Army’.3

Lee Kuan Yew, a future prime minister of Singapore, was then a student at Raffles College and watched the prisoners starting on their long march into captivity: ‘I saw them tramping along the road in front of my house for three solid days, an endless stream of bewildered men who did not know what had happened, why it had happened, or what they were doing here in Singapore in any case.’4

Meanwhile, some 1,000 miles to the north, Burma, the country least prepared to defend itself against attack, was in desperate straits. For years Burma had been regarded as a remote, and unimportant, outpost of the Empire, an exotic land of golden pagodas, cheerful natives and dusky maidens with almond eyes. Its terrain and its climate were regarded as its best defences – vast tracts of dense, ‘impenetrable’ jungle covering steep mountain ridges, great rivers striating the country, few roads, monsoon rainfall reaching 200 inches a year, summer temperatures peaking at 115° in the shade and an enervating list of endemic tropical diseases caused by parasites and viruses. ‘It could fairly be described,’ Bill Slim trenchantly observed, ‘as some of the world’s worst country, breeding the world’s worst diseases, and having for half the year at least the world’s worst climate.’

So it was that Burma, a country bigger than France and the Low Countries combined, was, at the time of the Japanese invasion, only protected by a heterogeneous mixture of poorly trained and ill-equipped Indian, Burmese and British troops. The British were mainly homesick conscripts while the Indians and Burmese had little incentive to risk their lives for the perpetuation of the Raj. Wavell visited Burma Army headquarters on 21 December 1941, and was appalled by what he found. The organisation, he decided, was ‘so inadequate it might be termed non-existent’. The number of troops, the state of training, their equipment, the intelligence support – virtually nothing was up to scratch. As an immediate result of his visit he appointed the chief of the general staff in India, Lieutenant General Tom Hutton, to take command of the Burma Army and ordered it to be immediately reinforced from India by the 17th Indian Division, which had originally been earmarked to garrison Iraq. (Further reinforcements which had been promised from Britain and Africa were diverted in a futile attempt to save Singapore and were captured.) Despite his concerns, Wavell nevertheless remained blithely confident that the Japanese were seriously overextended and that any attack would be driven back into Thailand. The reality was that the Burma Army was quite unready in every regard to face an onslaught from the 35,000 battle-hardened enemy troops massing on the border in Thailand and thirsting for blood.

Although Burma possessed useful natural resources – oil, rice, tungsten, manganese and wolfram – the real prize for the Japanese was the prospect of closing the fabled Burma Road, the lifeline to Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese Nationalist Army which was supported by lend-lease aid from the United States. Japan had been at war with China since 1937, had captured many of China’s major cities, including Peking, Shanghai and Nanking, and controlled China’s coastline, isolating the country from the rest of the world. Virtually all supplies to China made their way by ship to Rangoon then by rail via Mandalay to the railhead at Lashio, from where the 700-mile Burma Road began its hairpin course through high mountain passes across the Chinese border to the city of Kunming. Day and night trucks loaded with goods and war materials ground their tortuous way along the Burma Road, virtually nose to tail, to keep the Nationalists supplied. If Japan could capture Rangoon, all traffic along the Burma Road would cease.

On 22 January 1942, the Japanese launched a full-scale ground invasion of Burma, swarming into the southern province of Tenasserim across the jungle-covered Tenasserim Hills. To the surprise and disgust of Wavell, the Burma Army was outwitted and outmanoeuvred by the enemy’s tactics and fell back in disorder from one defensive position after another. By 31 January the Allies had been driven out of the strategically important seaport of Moulmein, Burma’s third largest city on the Salween river, less than 200 miles from Rangoon. In two days of fierce fighting the defenders of the city had been forced into a tighter and tighter perimeter with the broad river at their back and eventually escaped across the river by steamer, under a hail of artillery and machine-gun fire, after abandoning a large quantity of supplies and equipment. Wavell flew to the front and excoriated the luckless brigade commander, demanding, ‘Take back all you have lost.’ In London there was despondency about what was perceived to be the lack of fighting spirit of the troops in Burma.

Major General John ‘Jackie’ Smyth VC, commander of the 17th Division, despaired at the tactics being forced on him by Hutton to hold as much forward ground as possible. He sent his chief of staff, Brigadier David Cowan – universally known as ‘Punch’ for his resemblance to the caricature on the cover of Punch magazine – to Rangoon to ask Hutton for permission for the 17th Division to fall back and establish a defensive line behind the Sittang river. Hutton, under immense pressure from Wavell not to give ground, refused and set in motion a chain of events that would lead to the Burma Army’s greatest humiliation. It was, Smyth would say later, a ‘disastrous decision’.

After the loss of Moulmein the division made a stand at the Bilin river and held out for four days of close-quarter fighting between 14 and 18 February. Every reserve formation was thrown into the battle but nothing seemed to be able to counter the enemy’s outflanking tactics. With encirclement imminent, Hutton at last gave Smyth permission to withdraw behind the Sittang river. The exhausted division disengaged under cover of darkness and began to retreat along a dusty unmade track leading to the single bridge over the river 30 miles to the west.

The 500-metre iron railway bridge spanning the Sittang was, in effect, the last hurdle on the road to Rangoon and the plan was for engineers to destroy it once the 17th Division was safely across. The Japanese, hoping to capture the bridge intact, raced to cut off the division before it could reach the river. Enemy aircraft strafed and bombed the retreating troops, inflicting heavy casualties and forcing survivors to seek cover in nearby rubber plantations. At five o’clock on the morning of 21 February, Japanese troops infiltrated 17th Division positions and mounted an attack on Smyth’s headquarters, but were beaten back. During the day fighting around the bridge intensified, with the Japanese mounting charge after charge against the detachments defending it. By dusk the leading brigade and the division HQ had got safely across but two more brigades were still trying to break through.

In the early hours of 22 February, Smyth, who was by then a sick man, suffering from a painful anal fissure, was faced with a grim decision. He was warned that the bridgehead on the east bank could probably not hold out for more than another hour. If he ordered the bridge to be destroyed more than half his men would be stranded on the wrong side of the river with the bulk of the division’s artillery, vehicles and heavy equipment. If he allowed the bridge to stand, the enemy would have a clear road to Rangoon. With a heavy heart, he ordered the bridgehead garrison to withdraw and his sappers to blow the bridge. At 0530 the charges were detonated and a span of the bridge fell into the swirling yellow waters below, stranding two brigades.5 It was the turning point of the first Burma campaign.

Some of the abandoned soldiers of the 17th Division tried to avoid capture by stripping off their equipment and attempting to swim across the 550-metre-wide river, or float across on crude bamboo rafts. Many drowned or were shot in the water; most of those who reached the temporary safety of the west bank arrived in nothing but their underwear. After the Sittang bridge disaster, the 17th Division was reduced in strength to around 3,500 men (out of 8,500, although it was under-strength at the start), of whom less than half still had their rifles.

Wavell, perhaps looking for a scapegoat for the debacle, fired Hutton and replaced him with General Sir Harold Alexander, one of the last men to leave the beachhead at Dunkirk in May 1940 and said to be Churchill’s favourite general. Alexander was brave, but inept. Instructed to make every effort to hold Rangoon, the day after he arrived in Burma he ignored the advice of his staff and rashly attempted to mount a counter-attack with a brigade-sized force as the enemy approached Pegu, a city 50 miles north-east of Rangoon. It was a fiasco: within 24 hours the brigade commander and all three battalion commanders had been killed. With Japanese units now virtually at the gates of Rangoon, Alexander was forced to order the evacuation of the city. Anything that could be of use to the enemy was destroyed, including an £11 million refinery belonging to the Burmah Oil Company, 972 unassembled trucks and 5,000 tyres.

Only a stroke of extraordinary luck prevented Alexander being captured, along with his headquarters and the entire Rangoon garrison. A Japanese divisional commander had been ordered to circle around Rangoon through the jungle to the north and attack the city from the west. In order to protect his flank he had set up a strong roadblock on the only road leading north out of city, apparently not realising that it was the escape route for the Allied troops. The Rangoon garrison, spread out in a 40-mile column along the road, along with Burma Army headquarters, was effectively trapped. Repeated Allied attacks were launched to shift the roadblock but all failed; had the Japanese general kept the roadblock in place, nothing could have saved Alexander. Fortunately Japanese officers tended to follow orders blindly, which is what this one did. As soon as his division was concentrated to the west of the city, and unaware of the prize he had in the bag, he removed the roadblock, allowing Alexander, his staff and the garrison to make a miraculous escape.

When, on 9 March, the Japanese marched into Rangoon they found it deserted. After 75 days of continual air raids, the once bustling port had been turned into a virtual ghost town. The local population had disappeared, Indian police and bureaucrats had abandoned their posts, looting and arson were widespread.

With Rangoon safely in his hands and Burma effectively cut off from the outside world, General Shōjirō was able to turn his attention to the pursuit and destruction of the wretched and bewildered Burma Army, now in full flight from the apparently invincible Japanese on every front. News of what had happened at the Sittang bridge had spread throughout the army like a cancer and destroyed what little remained of morale. The men were exhausted, dispirited and thoroughly frightened, now utterly convinced there was no way the enemy could be defeated. Terrifying rumours abounded of Japanese super-soldiers in disguise who could burrow underground and travel noiselessly through the jungle for days without food. Many of the Burmese recruits had already deserted to return to their villages, and many more were to follow.

It was at this moment that a new man arrived to take direct charge of the Burma Army under Alexander. He was a stocky 51-year-old, newly promoted to acting lieutenant general and possessed of a bulldog tenacity exemplified by a prominent jutting chin which was almost the first thing anyone noticed about him. His name was William Joseph Slim.

Rarely in the annals of military history has an army commander been handed a chalice so virulently poisoned.
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Playing at Soldiers

The surname Slim emerged in Flanders in the Middle Ages and probably arrived in Britain with Flemish migrants. For some reason, explicable only by the peculiar mechanics of demography, most Slims seem to have congregated in the Midlands, thus Bill Slim’s family had strong roots in Birmingham, although he himself grew up in Bristol. Almost every biographical reference to William Slim mistakenly records that he was born in Bishopston, a suburb of Bristol, in 1891. (Indeed, when he was raised to the peerage in 1960, he took Bishopston, ‘in the City and County of Bristol’, as part of his title.) In fact his birthplace – 72 Belmont Road – was, and still is, in the neighbouring parish of St Andrews.

By the end of the nineteenth century, both parishes had been more or less swallowed by the ever-expanding city and a tram rattled down the middle of the Gloucester Road to take workers into the city centre. Where there was once open farmland and ploughed fields, there were now row upon row of terraced houses built to accommodate the emerging white-collar classes, many of them boasting constant hot water from a kitchen range, an almost unheard of luxury at that time. Today the tree-lined streets of Bishopston and St Andrews have been much gentrified and are popular with young professional couples and estate agents who are wont to describe the terraces of handsome red-brick Victorian houses which predominate as ‘highly desirable’.

Much has been made of Bill’s rise from humble beginnings; that a field marshal and peer of the realm could emerge from poverty-ridden backstreets in an industrial town. In reality, the Slim family was firmly lodged in the ranks of the rising lower middle class. Bill’s father, John Benjamin Slim, was born in Birmingham in 1850 at a time when it was known as ‘the City of a Thousand Trades’ for the vast variety of goods manufactured there in the wake of the Industrial Revolution. Hundreds of small workshops turned out buttons, cutlery, nails and screws, guns, tools, jewellery, toys, locks and metal goods of every description. Employment encouraged mass immigration, particularly from Ireland, and by the middle of the nineteenth century Birmingham was Britain’s second biggest city.

John was one of six children fathered by William Slim, a successful brewer, and his wife, Eliza, and grew up in a substantial house in Digbeth, in the heart of the city, large enough to accommodate not only the growing family but no fewer than seven lodgers, although it is likely they shared rooms. In the census of 1861 the census taker must have misunderstood their strong Birmingham accent, for he or she registered the family under the name of ‘Sline’.

Little is known of John Slim’s early life, except for what can be gleaned from the census carried out every ten years. In 1871 he is listed working as a factor’s clerk but for some reason he and his older sister, Elizabeth, and younger brother, Benjamin, were all living with their maternal grandfather, John Dutton, who was also a publican, in Montague Street. It may be that the pub his parents were then running – the Greyhound in Holloway Head, a short walk from Montague Street – was too small to accommodate the whole family. In September 1874, William Slim died at the age of 51, a victim of one of the undoubted hazards of his trade, cirrhosis of the liver. Eliza, clearly a formidable woman, took over the running of the pub and by the time of the 1881 census all the children were back living with their mother.

Four of William Slim’s children followed their parents into the licensing trade and jointly ran the King’s Arms pub in Pershore Street, but John struck out on his own and got a job as a commercial traveller, selling hardware, mainly pots and pans, to the retail trade. He remained living at home until the autumn of 1886 when he married Charlotte Amelia Tucker, the daughter of a Somerset landowner and builder. How and where they met is not known. The bridegroom was 36 and the bride 34, an age at which most women had given up hope of finding a husband (and men, too, perhaps despaired of finding a wife). In the Victorian era it was not unusual for women to be married by the age of 18 and consider themselves to be on the shelf if still unmarried by the age of 25. That her moderately wealthy father, Charles Adams Tucker, a widower with two unmarried daughters, would agree to her marriage to a humble commercial traveller was perhaps an indication of some desperation within the family. (Charlotte’s younger sister, Mary, never married.) There was also the problem of religion: Charlotte had converted to Catholicism – John was a Protestant. In this matter the Tuckers clearly prevailed, since the marriage took place on 19 October 1886, ‘according to the Rites and Ceremonies of the Roman Catholic Church’, at the Church of the Sacred Heart in Lambeth, where Charles Tucker also owned property. He described his occupation on the wedding certificate as ‘Gentleman’.

The newly-weds first lived in Burnham, Somerset, where their first son, Charles, was born, but by the time William (‘Bill’) arrived on 6 August 1891, the family had moved to the outskirts of Bristol and was living at 72 Belmont Road, St Andrews, a three-bedroom semi-detached house faced with locally quarried sandstone. A plaque on the front of the house now commemorates the event:


BORN HERE 6TH AUGUST 1891
FIELD MARSHAL THE VISCOUNT SLIM OF BISHOPSTON
K.G., G.C.B., G.C.M.G., G.C.V.O., G.B.E., D.S.O., M.C. 1891-1970
A GREAT MILITARY COMMANDER, HE LED THE
FOURTEENTH ARMY IN THE VICTORIOUS BURMA
CAMPAIGN DURING THE SECOND WORLD WAR,
WAS CHIEF OF THE IMPERIAL GENERAL STAFF
1948–1952 AND GOVERNOR-GENERAL
OF AUSTRALIA 1953–1960.



Charlotte’s 74-year-old father and her sister, Mary, had moved in with them; Charles Tucker was probably helping to pay the bills. It is likely that brighter prospects for work had persuaded John Slim to move to Bristol with his young family. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Bristol was booming. A major seaport and the terminus for the Great Western Railway, designed by Isambard Kingdom Brunel, its population had quintupled, supported by new industries, mainly tobacco, paper and engineering, and growing commerce. All around the city farmland was being levelled, hedgerows and trees grubbed out and farm buildings demolished to make way for housing in suburbs like St Andrews.

Like many converts to Catholicism, Charlotte Slim was intensely devout and naturally raised both her sons as Catholics. Bill was christened at the nearby St Bonaventure’s Roman Catholic Church, where Charlotte sometimes played the organ. St Bonaventure’s was originally a mission founded by Franciscan friars, who were then a common sight in the area. (Bill’s christening is included in a tapestry sewn by parishioners recording the history of St Bonaventure’s and on display in the church.)

At the age of five Bill was enrolled in the newly opened St Brendan’s College in Berkeley Square, Clifton, a two-mile walk from his home, which had been established by the Irish Christian Brothers to develop an educated Catholic laity in and around Bristol. Many of its pupils would eventually enter the priesthood, which was perhaps what Charlotte had in mind for her younger son. (He had other ideas and, incidentally, not much regard for organised religion in later life, despite a rigorous regime of church-going in his youth and education at Roman Catholic schools.)

There was no tradition of military service in the Slim family and Bill’s early interest in soldiering extended to no more than playing soldiers with his brother, first using an old set of ivory dominoes, propped upright to represent men and horizontally to represent guns, laid out in ranks in what they fondly believed to be battle formations. When a cannon fired, one boy would say ‘Bang’ and the other would knock down a soldier on his side. Later they graduated to painted lead soldiers and artillery pieces that fired pellets of chewed paper, but for both boys it was no more than a game. ‘The Army was completely outside our contacts and interests,’ he would write later. ‘As a child I saw, now and then, a few red-coated soldiers in the streets; I never met an officer. Even when, one day, a school friend’s elder brother, who had run away and enlisted in the Life Guards, re-appeared, swaggering down the road in tight overalls and white serge pea-jacket, spurs jangling, riding whip under arm, pill box hat over ear, I felt no urge to emulate him. I knew my parents would have been as horrified as his had been at the mere suggestion that a son of theirs should take the Queen’s shilling. That I might aspire to be an officer was, of course… quite impracticable.’1

(Officers in the British Army needed a substantial private income at that time to meet their social and service obligations and maintain the standard of living expected of them. In a way, young men like Bill Slim could hardly be worse placed to contemplate a military career – not sufficiently well off and not sufficiently high on the social scale to think of Sandhurst and a commission, and not sufficiently low to consider joining as a private soldier.)

In the days before radio and television, when people had to make their own entertainment, the family would gather in the gas-lit parlour at Belmont Road on winter evenings and John Slim would read aloud from works of the popular novelists of the day. Dickens and Thackeray were great favourites and Bill had fond memories of many happy evenings sitting spellbound with his brother while his father read to them. His mother and his Aunt Mary would listen, too, as they sat sewing on each side of the fire. In later life both boys credited their appetite for reading to those cosy fireside evenings in Belmont Road. (During the Great War, Bill carried with him a well-worn pocket edition of David Copperfield which always reminded him, ‘amid the boredom and beastliness of war’, of those gentler times.)

When world events made headlines, John Slim would bring home a newspaper and read out dispatches from foreign correspondents covering thrilling adventures taking place in the far reaches of the Empire. It was in this way that Bill first heard of Kitchener’s heroic expedition into the Sudan in 1896, leading British and Egyptian forces up the Nile, building a railway to supply arms and reinforcements, and finally defeating the Sudanese at the Battle of Omdurman. He remembered being puzzled by the constant reference to Kitchener in newspaper stories, since the same name was embossed on their black-leaded kitchen range.

The first book to arouse his interest in soldiering was a fortnightly part work published by Cassell and entitled British Battles on Land and Sea. The end of the Victorian era saw a great upsurge in the popularity of magazines publishing both fiction and non-fiction. It was a time when queues would form outside the offices of the Strand magazine in London when it was known that a new Sherlock Holmes story was due, and the publisher George Newnes made a fortune out of a penny weekly called Tit-Bits. Books were often published in weekly or fortnightly instalments and Bill’s father subscribed to those he thought were educationally worthwhile for his sons. One such was British Battles on Land and Sea.

Bill remembered it as not much more than a pamphlet with a green cover but it was full of thrilling engravings which he scrutinised minutely before he could properly read. ‘For a small boy they were splendid. Almost every battle, from Saxons and Normans lambasting one another with great axes at Hastings to Wolseleyhelmeted British soldiers firing steady volleys into charging Fuzzy-Wuzzies in the Sudan, was there. I pored over these pictures and through them I first began to daydream of myself as a soldier. In my childishly romantic visions I saw myself plunging forward in the most desperate assaults, while somewhere in the background bands played, men cheered and colours waved. Strangely enough, among all these exciting pictures, it was one of a sailor which most riveted my attention. In it a cabin boy, Cloudesley Shovell, was swimming from one three-decker to another bearing a vital message. Above him the great broadsides roared and crashed, the sea all around covered in wreckage was beaten to foam by round-shot and musket ball.’2

Bill’s older brother, Charles, read the stirring story of Cloudesley Shovell to him, how he rose from cabin boy to be an admiral and Knight of the Bath and in the process became a popular British hero in the eighteenth century, and Bill savoured every word. (Although he could hardly know it at the time, he would eventually follow a not dissimilar path, from lance corporal to field marshal and Knight of the Bath – and twentieth-century British hero.)

Another, rather different, hero lived in a large house nearby – the cricketer W. G. Grace. The great man was in practice as a doctor in Bristol and still playing cricket; in 1895, at the age of 47, he completed his 100th century for Gloucestershire against Somerset. Bill often saw him driving by in his carriage, instantly recognisable by his luxuriant beard, wearing a morning coat and silk top hat. A keen cricketer himself, Bill naturally idolised W. G. Grace and delighted in stories about him. One he liked to tell, almost certainly apocryphal, involved W. G. turning out for a local charity match before an unusually large crowd. When W. G. went out to bat, the first ball thumped on to his pad and the bowler yelled, ‘How’s that?’ The umpire lifted his finger to give W. G. out. Grace took no notice and waited patiently to receive a second ball. ‘Dr Grace,’ the umpire said, ‘I gave you out.’ Grace ignored him. The umpire persisted. Grace finally turned to him and said, ‘Do you think that all these people have paid their shilling to see you umpire, or me bat?’

In 1897 the family, along with Bill’s Aunt Mary but without grandfather Charles, who had passed away, moved two blocks to 12 Maurice Road, overlooking the lawns and trees in St Andrews Park, which had only recently been laid out and was the pride of the parish. It was clear that John Slim was prospering, albeit modestly. (It is possible, of course, that the demise of Charlotte’s father may have helped.) Number 12 Maurice Road was a much larger, more substantial house, on three storeys, with a fine bay window on the ground floor and gardens back and front, in an enviable location. John Slim was also able to employ a live-in domestic servant, a 21-year-old local girl by the name of Sarah Chapman, almost certainly a graduate of Muller’s, the local orphanage, which trained girls for domestic service and boys for an apprenticed trade.

When the Boer War broke out two years later, the family avidly followed the reports from South Africa in the newspapers, incredulous that the war was going so badly wrong for the British, with garrisons at Ladysmith, Mafeking and Kimberley all under siege. Like many of his countrymen, John Slim was unable to understand how a few rebellious farmers in a faraway country were able to run rings round what everyone considered to be the finest army in the world at a time when much of the globe was coloured red, signifying the overwhelming power of the British Empire.

Young Bill was no less patriotic than his father and was dismayed when his name led to finger pointing at school that he was a Boer sympathiser. In company with nearly everyone else, he viewed the Boers as a cowardly lot who played dastardly tricks such as waving a white flag and then shooting the British soldiers who came forward to accept their surrender. The problem was that in the Boer dialect the word ‘slim’ meant guile and newspapers frequently referred to the ‘slim Boers’, ‘slim’ being applied as an adjective meaning crafty and treacherous. The connection between a boy named Slim and the ‘slim Boers’ was ludicrous, but it was enough to provoke cruel playground teasing which escalated to accusations that, because he was called Slim, he must be on the side of the Boers. Bill did not take it lying down. ‘The gibe outraged my pride, my patriotism, my whole being. I remember battering away ineffectually at a bigger boy and blubbering hard, not because he was giving me a hiding, as most of them did, but from sheer frustrated rage and indignation.’3 (Oddly enough, the prejudice surrounding his name endured. When Slim’s name was put forward to the Prime Minister for a senior appointment during the Second World War, Churchill was said to have grunted: ‘I cannot think a man with a name like Slim can be any good.’ Churchill served as a war correspondent for the Morning Post during the Boer War and became something of a national hero when he was taken prisoner and subsequently escaped.)

The trouble at school did nothing to dent Bill’s enthusiasm for the war. He collected cigarette cards with pictures of ‘Leading Generals’, wore their pictures on buttons pinned to his jacket and turned out to cheer when troops on their way to South Africa paraded through Bristol in their new khaki uniforms while bands thumped out tunes like ‘Marching to Pretoria’ and ‘Goodbye Dolly Grey’ – the latter one of the most popular songs of the day. When his father burst into his bedroom one morning in May 1900 with the dramatic news that Mafeking had been relieved he was so excited he bounced up and down on his bed in his flannel nightshirt, whooping with joy. Eight months later the death of Queen Victoria, the longest serving monarch in British history, would plunge the nation into mourning.

In 1904 the family moved to Birmingham, back to John Slim’s home town and the traditional centre of the ‘metal bashing’ industries, where he had agreed to go into partnership with a friend, Tom Sellers, who was already trading as a wholesale hardware merchant and factor from large premises in Dean Street in the centre of the city. John had spent most of his life in the Black Country and perhaps missed its familiar surroundings, and his extended family still living there. The new firm of Sellers and Slim proudly opened for business in 1905; coincidentally, the premises were very close to the King’s Arms, the pub in Pershore Street still being run by John’s younger brother, William, and two sisters, Elizabeth and Emily.

John moved his family into a comfortable three-storey house at 72 Poplar Avenue, Edgbaston (later they moved down the road to number 144) and Bill was enrolled at St Philip’s Roman Catholic School for Boys on the Hagley Road, a short walk from his home, where the fees were £2 a term. St Philip’s had been founded when two priests from the Birmingham Oratory took over the existing grammar school in 1887. School records show Bill had already made his first Confession and first Holy Communion at the time of his enrolment in September 1904. (He was not to be the only famous alumnus – two years earlier J. R. R. Tolkien had joined the same school.)

The school week at St Philip’s began with mass at The Oratory on Monday morning and ended with Benediction on Friday afternoon. It cannot be said that young Slim initially excelled at his lessons or, indeed, showed much promise. He had no particular aptitude for sport and was no better than average at most academic subjects, with the exception of English, which he found both easy and enjoyable. He joined the school debating society and discovered a natural talent as a forceful speaker, but according to fellow pupil Philip Pratt he gave no impression of being a ‘born leader’.

Meeting Pratt at St Philip’s was the start of an enduring friendship; after both boys left school they would correspond regularly for the rest of their lives, although they did not immediately become friends. Pratt remembered having an argument with Bill and calling him names and then feeling rather stupid when Bill refused to respond, but simply walked away smiling to himself. Later they began walking home from school together and learned they had much in common, not least an enthusiasm for stamp collecting. They were sometimes joined by a third boy, William Sewell, the son of the Oratory organist, whom they cruelly called ‘the Baggage Animal’ because of his willingness to carry both their satchels, a task Sewell apparently cheerfully accepted as the price of their company. (Bill got his comeuppance for his schoolboy cruelty when he bumped into ‘the Baggage Animal’ in London years later; Sewell was wearing the uniform of a major with four wound stripes on his sleeve. Bill, then a captain, recalled their treatment of him and wanted to hang his head in shame.)

Bill had brought all his copies of British Battles on Land and Sea to Birmingham with him and showed them to his new friend. It was possible he was thinking, although perhaps in no more than a boyish way, about a military career as he had taken to studying diagrams of the battlefields and working out other ways in which the action could have been fought. He confessed to Pratt that he often wished he could have been on the scene at the campaigns recounted in Battles on Land and Sea, and dreamed of being at the head of a band of soldiers going into an attack into the teeth of gunfire and leading his men to glory. Pratt for his part introduced Bill to the Brigadier Gerard stories by Arthur Conan Doyle and owned up to how much he would have loved to have been a trooper in the ‘gay-riding, plume-tossing, debonair’ Hussars of Conflans.

Bill was rarely in trouble at school but when he was he usually accepted his punishment stoically, without demur. He had a strong sense of right and wrong, of just and unjust, and when he felt he was being punished unjustly he stood up for himself. On one occasion he had breached some school rule and as punishment the headmaster had forbidden him to attend the forthcoming school play and speech day at the Botanical Gardens. Bill thought it was wrong that the headmaster should attempt to exert control over him outside school hours, so he went anyway. He was spotted by Frank Leighton, the popular deputy head, known at St Philip’s as the ‘Second Master’. Leighton knew Bill had been banned and asked him what he thought he was doing. ‘Well, sir,’ Bill replied, ‘I don’t feel the Head should be able to dictate to me after school hours.’ Leighton smiled at his cheek and said: ‘All right, you’ve made your point. Now clear out before he sees you.’ Bill left, his honour satisfied. Leighton went on to become the longest serving teacher in the school’s history and received a Christmas card from Bill Slim every year until he died in 1950.

When he was 16, Bill surprised everyone, not least himself, by winning a scholarship to attend the venerable King Edward’s School, Birmingham, one of the finest in the country, where his brother was already a student. Founded in 1552, King Edward’s School was the oldest and greatest of Birmingham’s educational institutions; the school building, on New Street, was designed by Sir Charles Barry, who, with A. W. N. Pugin, went on to design the Palace of Westminster, and its striking neo-Gothic splendour made it a landmark building in the city. As a ‘Foundation Scholar’, Bill was exempt from the fees of £5 a term; he started at the school in July 1908, a month before his 17th birthday.

Philip Pratt believed that at that time his friend was considering a career in teaching. Two years at King Edward’s would have been admirable preparation, but Bill did not thrive in the hothouse academic atmosphere of his new school. At the end of his first year, his results were abysmal. Out of a class of 25 boys, the best result he could manage was equal 12th in French. In Latin he was hopeless – 20th in the class – and almost as bad at chemistry (18th). But, curiously, his worst result – 22nd – was in English, which had been by far his strongest subject at St Philip’s. (Philip Pratt said Bill ‘excelled’ at English at St Philip’s and that his essay writing was ‘exceptional’.) By the spring term of 1910 he had recovered his flair for English, coming third in a class of 28 boys, although he still languished in other subjects. One of his reports suggested that his only academic achievement was the gift of clear thinking and the ability to express himself on paper. His older brother, Charlie, by contrast, was a high-flier and was hoping to study medicine at the University of Birmingham.

During his 22 months at King Edward’s, Bill’s name never made an appearance in the school magazine, indicating that his prowess on the sports field – the school put great emphasis on sport – was less than dazzling, although he enjoyed cricket and played for the second XV rugby team. Perhaps Bill was not too bothered, because King Edward’s had a facility which interested him much more than academic or sporting achievements – an Officers’ Training Corps (OTC).

OTCs were established in universities and public schools soon after the turn of the century to provide military leadership training to students with an eye to avoiding a repetition of the critical shortage of officers during the Boer War. King Edward’s was one of the first schools to have an OTC and Bill enlisted as soon as he joined the school. It was his first taste, albeit only at weekends and evenings, of military life and he revelled in it, although his name failed to appear in the school’s ‘Blue Book’ which every term listed the boys who had been promoted in what was then called the Cadet Corps.

School records indicate that Bill left King Edward’s on 9 April 1910, although his Matriculation Certificate, which showed that he passed in English, Mathematics, French, Chemistry and Geography, was dated July 1910. In an unpublished memoir he began writing late in life, he claimed he had been forced to leave school early: ‘I was sixteen when my father’s business, in spite of his energy and courage, proved increasingly unsuccessful. He had then, late in life, to find other employment – no easy task. Our whole standard of living was drastically reduced. My brother was still a medical student at the University, and this at a time when all education beyond the elementary school had to be paid for. Obviously I must, and quickly, relieve my parents of some at least of the expense of supporting me, and of my education. The only job I could get immediately was in elementary school teaching, and so, without much thought and with no knowledge at all of teaching, I became a pupil-teacher at seventeen shillings and sixpence a week.’

Bill’s memory failed him. His father’s business collapsed in 1907 before he enrolled at King Edward’s. The London Gazette recorded its sad demise on 27 December of that year – that the partnership of Sellers and Slim had been dissolved by mutual consent on 21 December and that ‘all debts due and owing by the said firm will be received and paid by the said Tom Henry Sellers and John Slim’. John obviously went back on the road, as the school records at King Edward’s note his occupation as ‘commercial traveller’. Bill was 18 when he left King Edward’s, not 16, and his brother Charles was not a medical student at that time – he did not start at Birmingham University until the summer of 1911, paying £5 5s. a term for his first classes in biology. If it was a financial crisis that forced Bill to leave King Edward’s prematurely it was not the collapse of his father’s business. Furthermore, the family fortunes could not have been in too bad a state in 1911 since a general domestic servant – 17-year-old Florence Vewman (or, more probably, Newman) – was listed as resident at 144 Poplar Avenue, along with Bill’s mother and father and his Aunt Mary.

None of the Slim family today can shed any light on the matter. The current Viscount Slim, Bill’s son, vaguely remembers being told that his grandfather was somehow swindled, that an assistant manager ran off with the cash box and tipped the company over the edge. Whatever happened, it is not disputed that after leaving King Edward’s Bill started work as a pupil-teacher in a tough school in one of the worst slums in the city. Steward Street School was off Spring Hill in the heart of Ladywood, an area of squalid back-to-back houses and tenements beset by overcrowding, poverty, violence and disease.

Life in a Birmingham slum was the embodiment of misery. Rats were endemic, toilet facilities primitive, diets inadequate, hygiene impossible; rickets and typhoid were common. Entire families sometimes shared a gloomy single room; many relied on charity to survive. Although plenty of work was available in the city’s factories and workshops, wages were very low. (Trade unions had yet to emerge as a powerful industrial force for unskilled workers.) Grinding poverty bred despair, drunkenness, crime and domestic violence.

Bill was shocked by what he found when he arrived at Steward Street School. Many of the children were barefoot, dressed in threadbare rags and largely unwashed. ‘Not surprising,’ he noted, ‘when for most the only water supply was a shared tap at the end of an alley. A few were lousy and it was not wise to lean too closely over them for fear of enterprising fleas seeking fresh pastures.’4

Initially standing in for a sick teacher, Bill’s first classroom was in the main entrance to the school, so that his class of some forty 14-year-old boys were constantly distracted by visitors coming and going – not that they were much interested in learning in the first place. Such were the conditions that Bill reckoned if he got through the day without having to deal with a riot he was doing reasonably well. He discovered very quickly the need to keep control of his class, but he learned, too, that sympathy and understanding also brought results. He worried about how the barefoot boys would cope in winter and was relieved to find they were supplied with wooden clogs by a charity, which also provided basic sustenance in the form of hunks of bread and dripping.

He spent two years teaching, first as a pupil-teacher then as an uncertified elementary teacher. During that time he developed considerable respect for the boys. He may not have taught them much, he admitted, ‘but I learned a lot about the kind of life too many people had to live then in the back streets of an industrial city. At the same time, to have a respect for so many who struggled so hard to be honest and decent through it all. These boys were rough and tough; they knew more about the crude facts of hard life, of sex, disease, drunkenness and petty crime than I did. They daily suffered hardships and deprivations I had never felt. Their enemies to be feared, evaded and outwitted were, generally speaking, rent collectors, school attendance officers, police and sometimes a heavy-handed, not-too-sober parent. Yet these boys, all in all, were cheerful, manly fellows, enduring stoically and taking punishment without whimpering. They had an immensely attractive gamine [sic] humour and a quick-wittedness that was more than a match for me. Loyal to their own standards and their comrades, generous in thought and action to those they accepted, and, when under difficulties, good sons, especially to their mothers.’5

It was an experience and education which was instrumental in contributing, later in his life, to the famous rapport he had with his soldiers. Bill understood ordinary people and their problems in a way that conventionally educated officers could not – the rarefied environment of public school and Sandhurst provided few insights into the lives and mores of the working class.

However, two years’ teaching was enough to convince him he had no wish to make it his career and in 1912, after some searching, he found a job, for 30s. a week, as a junior invoice clerk in the offices of Stewarts & Lloyds, a steel tube manufacturer, at the corner of Broad Street and Suffolk Street. ‘I broke loose,’ was how he put it rather grandly, ‘and entered industry.’ Stewarts & Lloyds had been created only a few years earlier by the amalgamation of two of Britain’s biggest iron and steelmakers. The work was less challenging, the hours were longer, the holidays shorter and the pay not much better, but he liked the people he worked with and made two close friends – D. A. O. Mackenzie, a public schoolboy who had worked as a ranchhand in the United States, and S. H. Lane, a grammar school boy and a brilliant artist who could draw recognisable caricatures Bill thought were quite as good as those of Bernard Partridge, the chief cartoonist at Punch magazine.

The three friends liked to go camping in the Clent Hills, 400 acres of forest and heathland to the south-west of Birmingham and less than ten miles from the city centre. After they had finished work at lunchtime on Saturday they would rush home, gather together their camping gear, which included a second-hand army bell tent, and head off on bicycles along dusty roads which led to their campsite, which they called ‘Sinking Can’ because they spent much of their time shooting at tin cans floating down a stream. Bill recalled they possessed between them a Colt .45 revolver, an automatic pistol and a .22 rifle and not a single gun licence.

In the winter they all played rugby and attempted to keep fit by attending training sessions in a local community hall where they ran up and down for hours passing a rugby ball from one to another. At the end of the session they stripped off and hosed each other down. Neither Bill nor his friends were much interested in politics
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