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Praise

‘The present editors have done a superb job of restoration, cleaning off Bryant’s heavy varnish, restoring the original text, confining Brooke’s postwar comments to the bare minimum and their own to a brief explanation’

Michael Howard, Spectator

‘The Alanbrooke diaries chart a deeply troubled journey by a deeply moral man through the confusion and indecision of high command at the most difficult time in world history … This is a marvellous book, one that finally honours a man who helped save European civilisation’

Kevin Myers, Irish Times

‘This welcome publication of his unexpurgated diaries – earlier versions were censored – should make him more widely known … An essential tool for students of the war … It is also to the credit of the editors, Alex Danchev and Daniel Todman, that we see beyond the fascinatingly personal to the truly historical’

Alan Judd, Sunday Telegraph

‘Those who thought the major documents of the war against Hitler had already appeared must think again. For with the publication of the unvarnished text from the diaries of Field Marshal Lord Alanbrooke of Brookeborough, we can all focus more sharply on how high command in a great war works’

M.R.D. Foot, The Times


Dedicated to Benita Blanche Brooke, first reader and safekeeper.
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INTRODUCTION:
The Unhappy Warrior

Dedicated to Benita Blanche Brooke

Begun 28 September 1939

This book is not intended to be a diary of events, although it may contain references to my daily life. It is intended to be a record of my thoughts and impressions such as I would have discussed them with you had we been together.

After living the last ten years with you and never being parted for more than a few weeks at a time, I should feel quite lost without an occasional opportunity of a talk with you although such a talk must necessarily be confined to writing: I therefore procured this book in Salisbury on purpose for such conversations with you. It was originally part of Smith’s stock of books on the Queen Mary, but having failed to sell was reduced from 60/- to IS/-!

The thoughts I express may contradict themselves as I wish to give full scope to free expression and do not care if I am forced to change my mind by events.

ON NO ACCOUNT MUST THE CONTENTS OF THIS BOOK BE PUBLISHED.1

For diarists as for other deviants, the fundamental question is the question of motive. Why? The natural supplementary is the question of audience. Who? To keep a diary is to posit a reader. Whether they recognize it or not, all diarists, especially dedicated diarists, hope to be read one day – read and understood – though not necessarily by anyone they know or identify.2 ‘I sometimes wonder why I keep a diary at all,’ the Parliamentary socialite ‘Chips’ Channon recorded apostrophically. ‘Is it to relieve my feelings? Console my old age? Or to dazzle my descendants?’ Several volumes later he could feel that ‘some day they may see the light of day and perhaps shock or divert posterity a little’. Channon kept a diary almost continuously for nearly forty years. His companionable contemporary Harold Nicolson performed a similar feat. When the idea of publication was first mooted – a version edited by his son Nigel – the venerable Nicolson was asked the ‘why’ question by Nigel and his brother Ben. He replied, ‘Oh, because I thought I would.’ ‘Come,’ they said, ‘that’s not good enough. You didn’t write for publication?’ ‘No, that never entered my head.’ ‘You never showed it to anybody?’ ‘Never.’ ‘You never re-read it yourself?’ ‘Very, very rarely, when I wanted to check a name or a date.’ ‘Then why did you take such trouble?’ ‘Because I thought one day it might amuse you and Ben.’ And that was all they could get out of him. Six months later, lunching alone with him at Sissinghurst, Nigel repeated the question. Nicolson responded that the diary had become a habit. ‘Like brushing your teeth?’ ‘Exactly.’3

At some level, perhaps, motivation is always imponderable. Channon and Nicolson invoke in their different registers a selection of the most persuasive and evasive answers to these intransigent questions; or, if not answers exactly, then explanations of that solitary practice, ‘a whole little secret life over and above the other’, as Sartre said of his own war diaries – a practice expressly forbidden to the censored soldier, yet blithely flouted by the Chief of the Imperial General Staff.4 Where, in this no man’s land of persuasion and evasion, are the Alanbrooke diaries to be located?

Alanbrooke wrote initially out of love and loneliness. Characteristically, he had made provision for both, as the dedicatory note (reproduced above) in the first of the bargain books plainly states. In his case, apparently, the answer to the ‘who’ question is very clear. The diaries were destined for his second wife, Benita Brooke, née Pelly, widow of Sir Thomas Lees.5 They were married in 1929, when he was forty-six, four years after his first wife had died, tragically, from an automobile accident with Alanbrooke at the wheel – a period shrouded in grief.6 Benita brought life. They had two small children, Kathleen and Victor (Pooks and Ti in the diary), who joined two older ones, Tom and Rosemary, from his first marriage. He loved Benita with a passion: a Gascon-Edwardian passion, a compound of his upbringing and education in Pau in the French Pyrenees and his training and formation at ‘The Shop’ (the Royal Military Academy, Woolwich) and in the Royal Regiment of Artillery. Come September 1939, he wrote to his inamorata as he went to war (a military tradition in itself, but no less heartfelt for all that), to command one of the three Corps which made up the scratch British Expeditionary Force despatched to the over-familiar fields of France and Flanders when peace expired for a second time. Construed as a perpetual love letter in the guise of a journal, delivered personally but sporadically at Hitler’s pleasure, the diary was a form of communion, an exigent outpouring, a beacon to Benita.

The communion was at once remote and intense. In the early years it is that combination which feeds the more sustained passages of the work, exciting it, and giving it a distinctive character: part entreaty, part release. Alanbrooke’s unimpeachable reputation was founded on ‘two qualities not readily interfusable’, as Melville has it, ‘prudence and rigour’.7 As CIGS he could be prudent and rigorous all the long day – and it might seem, waltzing with Winston, all the long night – but not for ever. In the still small hour of duty to his diary, strong emotions welled up and spilled improvidently across the page: frustration, depression, betrayal, doubt. Keeping the diary may have begun as ‘just a little daily intimate talk’ with his truly beloved, a function of enforced separation, but it evolved, as diaries do, into something more instinctual.8 It became a necessary therapy, even an offertory, for the diarist (no churchgoer) is prone to thanksgiving, and, in extremis, prayer.

I pray God that the decisions we arrived at may be correct, and that they may bear fruit.

Reflecting on this entry after the war, the conclusion to a journey to the Western Desert to remake the command in August 1942, he wrote: ‘one may be apt to overlook those ghastly moments of doubt which at times crowded in on me. Moments when one wondered whether one had weighed up situations correctly, arrived at the right conclusion, and taken suitable action. This little short prayer of 2 lines was not just a figure of speech, it was a very real, deep felt and agonized prayer written at a moment of considerable mental and physical exhaustion at the end of 3 most memorable weeks!’9 Keeping the diary afforded some consolation, possibly, a measure of protection against ‘the melancholies, the morosities and the sadnesses of war’.10

In a certain sense he had been trained to write – notwithstanding the embarrassment of his spelling and the incontinence of his script.11 Punctilious in adoration from an early age, for nearly twenty years he wrote religiously to his valetudinarian mother Alice – his father, Sir Victor Brooke, 3rd Baronet of Colebrooke, County Fermanagh, Ulster, died when he was seven – who from her pedestal showered him with uncovenanted maternal blessings. ‘She had that faculty, so rare amongst humans, to be able to enter entirely into one’s actions, aspirations, disappointments, successes and failures and to throw herself wholeheartedly into one’s life. She was consequently not only the most perfect mother but one of the very best of companions.’12 Read in retrospect, his letters to her become rehearsals for a later production.13 From the Royal Artillery Mess, Meerut, India, 7 January 1908:

I have just been adding up my game book, and find that my totals for the larger game work out most satisfactorily for my first year in India. They are as follows: 1 ovis ammon [wild sheep], 3 ibex [mountain goat], 4 bunhel, 1 sharpu, 2 bara sing[a] [swamp deer], 1 nilgai [antelope], 1 sambu[r] [large deer], 7 black buck, 2 para (one of them stuck, and more or less a record for the Kadir [country]), 9 pig (with a record tusk for the Kadir), 1 chinkara doe shot by mistake, 17 marmots.

Rather a nice assorted variety for the first year. Unfortunately I missed the Tibetan Gazelle and Red Bear last month, and failed to spear a hyena; these would have added 3 specimens to the above. So far, the carnivora have defeated me, but I intend to get level with them before I have done.

The Great War hardly dented his output. From 18th Division (Ivor Maxse) on the Somme, on the second day of the big push, 2 July 1916:

We have been busy at it since yesterday morning. At last our preliminary bombardment, which had been going on for several days, came to an end, and our infantry attacked at 7.30 am. It has been a continual war of guns for close on a week, both night and day, each gun with its special task and lines allotted to it throughout that period; slowly pounding away at the German trenches, some of them systematically hammering a way through the back wire entanglements, others pounding trenches to pieces, bombarding villages to demoralize supports, keeping up barrage on roads, to prevent the supplies, ammunition etc being brought up, whilst our counter batteries took on the German batteries. After an intense bombardment of 65 minutes, our infantry left their trenches and attacked the German trenches. We had a very careful timetable of lifts worked out, by which the artillery lifted off each system of trenches just before the infantry arrived there, and moved on in advance of the infantry the whole time.

The attack of our Division was a great success, and we took exactly what we intended to take. We advanced about 1500 yards on a 2000 yards front. Our casualties were pretty heavy, but not as heavy as they might have been, and up to the present we have taken 600 prisoners in this Division, and the whole countryside is covered with dead Germans.14

Whether Alice in her invalid bed fully appreciated this proud account of the first creeping barrage is a moot point, but she did preserve all her youngest son’s letters. Loosely bound, for family and posterity, they made something very like a diary.15

‘Little mother’ hung on until 1920. By then her son was well married for the first time. For Alanbrooke there was always an audience, doting and devoted, in a safe place. He may have needed that: needed to adore as much as be adored; needed a ‘you’. Conventionally repressed yet sentimentally advanced, at both ends of his career he was in some ways an isolate, ‘not quite one of the herd’, arrestingly insecure in youth – ‘having learned French before English, and having spent the first 16 years of my life in France, I was in continual apprehension lest I should look like a Frenchman, speak as a Frenchman, and possibly earn the name of “Froggie”’ – seemingly impregnable in maturity.16 When he inherited the mantle of CIGS from his friend and confessor Dill, as 1941 drew to its ignominious end, he was ‘temporarily staggered’, not to say daunted, as his diary and notes movingly disclose. Except perhaps for Dill himself, no one would have known. By then the carapace was full-grown. As CIGS he appeared absolutely formidable. His overpowering presence has been brilliantly captured by the novelist Anthony Powell, who described:

… the hurricane-like imminence of a thickset general, obviously of high rank, wearing enormous horn-rimmed spectacles. He had just burst from a flagged staff-car almost before it had drawn up by the kerb. Now he tore up the steps of the building at the charge, exploding through the inner door into the hall. An extraordinary current of physical energy, almost of electricity, suddenly pervaded the place. I could feel it stabbing through me. This was the CIGS. His quite remarkable and palpable extension of personality, in its effect on others, I had noticed not long before, out in the open. Coming down Sackville Street, I had all at once been made aware of something that required attention on the far pavement and saw him pounding along. I saluted at admittedly longish range. The salute was returned. Turning my head to watch his progress, I then had proof of being not alone in acting as a kind of receiving-station for such rays – which had, morally speaking, been observable, on his appointment to the top post, down as low as platoon commander. On this Sackville Street occasion, an officer a hundred yards or more ahead, had his nose glued to the window of a bookshop. As the CIGS passed (whom he might well have missed in his concentration on the contents of the window), this officer suddenly swivelled a complete about-turn, saluting too. No doubt he had seen the reflection in the plate glass. All the same, in its own particular genre, the incident gave the outward appearance of exceptional magnetic impact. That some such impact existed, was confirmed by this closer conjunction in the great hall. Vavassor, momentarily overawed – there could be no doubt of it – came to attention and saluted with much more empressement than usual. Having no cap, I merely came to attention. The CIGS glanced for a split second, as if summarizing all the facts of one’s life.

‘Good morning.’17

‘In his demanding and abrupt efficiency’, offered The Economist appreciatively, ‘he knew when to scold, when to encourage, when to protect. Men admired, feared, and liked him: in that order, perhaps. He became, in peculiar, the conscience of the Army: a dark, incisive, round-shouldered, Irish eagle, the reluctant chairman of a council of war, frustrating, in selfless but far from patient service, those talents that could not otherwise but have forced him into the company of the great captains.’18 Existentially reassuring, as Powell suggested, the CIGS presented a forbidding face to the world. His nickname in the War Cabinet Offices was an appropriate one: Colonel Shrapnel.19 In debate his characteristic rejoinder was a bleak negative – ‘I flatly disagree’ – accompanied by the snapping of a pencil. Alanbrooke had mettle. It was for this very quality that he was selected by the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, who invited him to Chequers, dined him royally, interrogated him pitilessly, passed him the chalice, and tenderly wished him luck – a modus operandi with which he was to become excessively familiar over the next few years.

The Prime Minister’s selection was not unpremeditated. Churchill was tired of reverses and deadlocks, and tired too of the CIGS who had the misfortune to accompany them: Dilly-Dally, ‘the dead hand of inanition’.20 Ian Jacob appraised Churchill’s strategic wanderlust from the spectator seats of the Cabinet Secretariat:

He was not a calm thinker, whose attention was naturally directed to grand strategy, a student of campaigns in their academic aspect, a Liddell Hart or a Clausewitz. He was a man who required to push away at some concrete project, not a cold, aloof strategist. He had studied battles, and by instinct tended to think of life as a series of conflicts with barriers to be overcome, opposition to be borne down. He hated those periods which are inevitable in a war when operations have come to a conclusion, and there must be a pause for planning and preparation, for regrouping and reorganization. His mind chafed, and he turned always to any project however minor, or however irrelevant to the main theme, in the hope that It would fill the gap. His frequent efforts to get the Chiefs of Staff and the planning staffs to work out an operation in Norway sprang not so much from a desire to free that country or to close German access to the oceans, but from his wish to have something happen before the next major operation was due to start. One of his favourite phrases was that the enemy must be made ‘to bleed and bum’, everywhere and all the time. …21

Churchill had scrambled into supremacy in May 1940. His ambit was Elizabethan. ‘I myself will be your General, Judge and Rewarder of every one of your virtues in the field.’22 For some eighteen months he had been on short commons, unable to satisfy his craving. Finally, after wide inspection, he thought he had found his man. ‘When I thump the table and push my face towards him what does he do? Thumps the table harder and glares back at me. I know these Brookes – stiff-necked Ulstermen and there’s no one worse to deal with than that!’23 What Churchill craved was disputation. Disputation is what he got: more, much more, than he bargained for. That is the tale told by the Alanbrooke diaries – one might almost say enacted in the Alanbrooke diaries – a tale of schism and self-control in the secret heart of the machine.

Churchill knew the Brookes of yesteryear – ‘the friends of my early military life’.24 How well he ever knew the one with whom he was yoked in harness for the greater part of the Second World War is a matter for speculation and scepticism. His doctor Sir Charles Wilson (Lord Moran) observed acutely that he was slow to recognize the merits of anyone who was not congenial to him. ‘His judgements of men when he had to size up those around him – and it was a task he found not at all to his taste – were seldom impersonal. Efficiency in itself did not appear to influence his likes or dislikes. Beatty not Jellicoe, Mountbatten not Wavell, that was his form. Lloyd George, F. E. [Smith], Max Beaverbrook and Lord Cherwell, these men were his cronies, in their different ways all, mark you, men of violent thought; all men with a flamboyant streak. …He would have been for the King, a Cavalier, disliking Puritans. Paget, Winant, Reith, he could make nothing of them, and the bloodless austerity of Stafford Cripps repelled him.’25

Was Alanbrooke in the other camp? He was Puritan enough: Churchill himself is said to have identified another Stafford Cripps. Beyond question, flamboyance was anathema to the CIGS. ‘A meeting with Slim prior to his departure for India. I rubbed into him my dislike for “prima donna generals” and “film star generals”, I hope he will take it to heart.’26 Alanbrooke disapproved of cronyism; Beaverbrook, in particular, he abhorred. At his first Alice in Wonderland weekend at Chequers, he remembered, ‘Beaverbrook was present; after dinner he sat at the writing table, pouring himself out one strong whisky after another, and I was revolted by his having monkey-like hands as they stretched out to grab ice cubes out of the bowl. The more I saw of him throughout the war, the more I disliked and mistrusted him. An evil genius who exercised the very worst of influence on Winston.’27 His form was counterpoise: Bevin not Macmillan, Cunningham not Pound, Wilson not Alexander, Wavell, of course, not Mountbatten – the buddha rather than the principal boy. Dill first, last, and always. With Winant, the American Ambassador to London, he discovered real fellow-feeling. Moran was on hand to witness their encounter: ‘Winant holds men, but that is as far as they get. He has wrestled with the world and has hidden, like Brooke, behind a curtain of his own making. It appeared to lift a little when the two men came together. There was Winant talking eagerly about [Grey’s] Fallodon Papers and Brooke – a new Brooke to me – hardly able to wait his turn as he thought of some lines from The Prelude. When Winant had done, how his words cascaded!’28

Alanbrooke’s curtain was a mask of command. High rank, he believed, carried a heavy obligation. The lacerations must not show. His performance of public impregnability was precisely that: a performance, for others, just as Churchill performed the indomitable chauvinist-in-chief, complete with gesture and growl, and more props. Apart from Dill (excommunicated to Washington), who knew at first hand the purgatory of a Chief of Staff, Alanbrooke’s only outlet was his diary, as he is at pains to convey.29 Ever since the publication of Sir Arthur Bryant’s The Turn of the Tide (1957) and Triumph in the West (1959), artful confections of the diaries and Alanbrooke’s autobiographical notes, sieved and selected by ‘the Tacitus of our time’, this is the accepted answer to the ‘why’ question: a kind of psychological safety-valve – the diary as diatribe.30 It is also the plea entered in mitigation, by Alanbrooke and his apologists, for its worst excesses: that is to say, for its shocking candour about Winston, the greatest Englishman, deep in his black dog dotage; about Ike, the chateau general, and then, lo and behold, the chateau President; and, not least, about Colonel Shrapnel himself, the charnel house of his criticism, and his mental state.31

Doubtless the diaries are an inviting target for such an explanation. The entry for 6 July 1944, for example, an entry heavily (and silently) censored by Bryant, records one late-night, late-war passage of arms:

At 10 pm we had a frightful meeting with Winston which lasted till 2 am!! It was quite the worst we have had with him. He was very tired as a result of his speech in the House concerning the flying bombs, he had tried to recuperate with drink. As a result he was in a maudlin, bad tempered, drunken mood, ready to take offence at anything, suspicious of everybody, and in a highly vindictive mood against the Americans. In fact so vindictive that his whole outlook on strategy was warped. I began by having a bad row with him. He began to abuse Monty because operations were not going faster, and apparently Eisenhower had said he was over cautious. I flared up and asked him if he could not trust his generals for 5 minutes instead of continuously abusing them and belittling them. He said that he never did such a thing. I then reminded him that during two whole Monday Cabinets in front of a large gathering of Ministers, he had tom Alexander to shreds for his lack of imagination and leadership in continually attacking at Cassino. He was furious with me, but I hope it may do some good in the future.

He then put forward a series of puerile proposals, such as raising a Home Guard in Egypt to provide a force to deal with the disturbances in the Middle East. It was not till after midnight that we got onto the subject we had come to discuss, the war in the Far East! Here we came up against all the old arguments that we have had put up by him over and over again. Attlee [Deputy Prime Minister], Eden [Foreign Secretary] and Lyttelton [Minister of Production] were there, fortunately they were at last siding with us [the Chiefs of Staff] against him. This infuriated him more than ever and he became ruder and ruder. Fortunately he finished by falling out with Attlee and having a real good row with him concerning the future of India! We withdrew under cover of this smokescreen just on 2 am, having accomplished nothing beyond losing our tempers and valuable sleep!!32

Despite its absolutist phraseology, the flavour of this entry is not untypical of the diary of that period, excepting only that it omits Alanbrooke’s intermittent speculation that the Prime Minister, surely, could not go on like this – that Winston might not make it after all.33 The unspeakable corollary of the unspoken thought was that a swift death would be a several blessing, to his memory, to his coadjutants, and to the conduct of the war. Happily or otherwise, Churchill recovered, or was repaired, for a while, and so too was the professional relationship. Alanbrooke ruefully recanted. The old man of war was mightier than he thought. But the diarist had wished him dead, and something had dissolved in the process.

Alanbrooke was brought to such a pitch of aggravation by the cumulation of the war. After the alarums and excursions of 1942 and 1943 he was exhausted, as he frequently remarked. His diary fairly palpitates with exasperation at obtuse politicians, obstructive Americans, obstreperous Russians, obmutescent Chinese – to say nothing of the enemy – and, in a class of his own, Winston. The relationship between those two intimate adversaries changed over time. Churchill appointed Alanbrooke, in effect, as his minister-counsellor.34 Taking the measure of his situation, Alanbrooke appointed himself Churchill’s nanny, just as he appointed himself Montgomery’s guardian. Uniquely, in each case, he was accepted in that role by both of these infantile tyrants, for his acumen, but above all for his rectitude. After two tempestuous years of it, however, Alanbrooke was sick of nannying. What sickened him was not so much that the spoiled child never learned grand strategy – Churchill’s visionary vagabondage remained forever a mystery to the earthbound Alanbrooke – rather that, far from growing up, as nanny naively hoped, he appeared to regress, temperamentally, the longer the war went on.35 For Alanbrooke, this was at bottom a moral issue. By the winter of 1943–44, fuelled by medicine and alcohol, Churchill’s moral degradation was such that he seemed no longer master of himself. Here the two men parted company. Self-mastery was Alanbrooke’s cardinal precept. It is no coincidence that the strongest language in his diaries (invariably censored by Bryant) relates to Churchill’s laxity.36

To read the diary as a diatribe, a rage against the puerile and the pot-valiant, is very natural. But it is reductive. Alanbrooke’s diary served a larger purpose. It was not simply an instrument of aggravation. Like Gide’s journal, to which it bears a passing resemblance, it was essentially a tool for recovering possession of himself – a means of self-mastery and survival, a mode of moral life.37 Like Gide, too, Alanbrooke furnishes only a ‘mutilated me’, a diary of telegrams and anger, the war of the outer world.38 His children, especially the children of his first marriage, are mostly absent; even his wife, the ritual ‘you’, the witness of that life, becomes almost unmentionable, to be invoked only in the hushed tones of holy worship. Was Alanbrooke forbidding to his family too?39 In this war diary their place is usurped by mewling ministers, the palimpsest of plans, and the high-wire act of Churchill’s travelling circus.

In the final analysis, both Churchill and Alanbrooke were disposed to underrate each other, Moran thought, on account of their own limitations. In council they were an indispensable complement and foil; but it was a carefully bounded cohabitation, a marriage of convenience for the duration of the war. The doctor once asked Churchill, “‘Don’t you think Brooke is pretty good at his job?” There was rather a long pause. “He has a flair for the business,” he grunted. That was all he would concede.’40 In his own notebooks the writer Elias Canetti points a distinction between illuminating and ordering minds.41 That was the PM and the CIGS. Intellectually and affectively, they were out of phase. Certainly Churchill’s war memoirs, that enigmatic touchstone of his feelings, are eloquently silent on the subject of his relationship with the Brooke who really counted. An elaborate footnote in Volume II contains an extraordinary excursus on ‘his two gallant brothers’, Victor (bom 1873) and Ronnie (born 1866) – both much older than Alan (bom 1883) – and incidentally on himself, gallant too:

His brother Victor was a subaltern in the 9th Lancers when I joined the 4th Hussars, and I formed a warm friendship with him in 1895 and 1896. His horse reared up and fell over backwards, breaking his pelvis, and he was sorely stricken for the rest of his life. However, he continued to be able to serve and ride, and perished gloriously from sheer exhaustion whilst acting as liaison officer with the French Cavalry Corps in the retreat from Mons in 1914.

General Brooke had another brother, Ronnie. He was older than Victor and several years older than me. In the years 1895–98 he was thought to be a rising star in the British Army. Not only did he serve with distinction in all the campaigns which occurred, but he shone at the Staff College among his contemporaries. In the Boer War he was Adjutant of the South African Light Horse, and I for some months during the relief of Ladysmith was Assistant Adjutant, the regiment having six squadrons. Together we went through the fighting at Spion Kop, Vaal Krantz, and the Tugela. I learned much about tactics from him. Together we galloped into Ladysmith on the night of its liberation. Later on, in 1903, although I was only a youthful Member of Parliament, I was able to help him to the Somaliland campaign, in which he added to his high reputation. He was stricken down by arthritis at an early age, and could only command a reserve brigade at home during the first World War. Our friendship continued till his premature death in 1925.42

At which point chivalry gives out. The youngest of this gallant breed elicits no such admiration. On the contrary, Alanbrooke himself is something of a footnote throughout the next four volumes. He appears, if at all, as a stock character in a melodrama with one name above the title, bearing disappointments ‘with soldierly dignity’ and rendering services ‘of the highest order’. His unexampled achievement is reduced to long service and good conduct, and despatched in a paragraph. He is not favoured with oratory or eulogy (unlike Admiral Pound, the parrot asleep on his perch). He is merely part of the retinue. It is evident that the pious motto of the work, ‘in victory, magnanimity’, did not extend to Churchill’s most intimate adversary, the CIGS and chairman of the Chiefs of Staff committee.43

Churchill’s memoirs appeared at regular intervals between the years 1948 and 1954. Alanbrooke read them carefully, and marked them well. He noted that Churchill put too much emphasis on the failure of the 1st Armoured Division in the Western Desert in 1941–42, rather than on the failure of the Commander-in-Chief, Auchinleck, to select well for his senior staff officers. He corrected the account of their inaugural altercation, on the telephone, adrift in France, in June 1940. He revisited his own crushing disappointment when, in August 1943, the Prime Minister summarily withdrew the proposal he had made on three occasions before, that Alanbrooke himself should have Supreme Command of Operation Overlord, and offered it instead to the Americans, for their gratification, and in cool anticipation of their preponderance. Churchill’s exculpatory account of that inglorious episode was indeed as summary as the action itself, and it is clear that Alanbrooke was deeply wounded by it. ‘Not for one moment did he realize what this meant to me. He offered no sympathy, no regrets at having had to change his mind, and dealt with the matter as if it were one of minor importance! The only reference to my feelings in his official history…is that I “bore the great disappointment with soldierly dignity".’44 The involuntary deprivation hurt all the more, as Churchill well knew, because the CIGS had nobly foregone the offer of the Middle East Command a year earlier, feeling (rightly) that a substitute nanny for the Prime Minister would be hard to find.45 In the interim the bells had tolled a famous victory. Did he ever practise signing Alanbrooke of Alamein on his blotter, as did Montgomery of that ilk? It would have made a pretty handle. His self-possession was sorely tried.

Keen as it was – keener than we think – disappointment was not the vital spark. Alanbrooke’s basic objection to Winston and his works centred on deprivation of a different sort. This was the highly combustible matter of recognition. It had been smouldering for some time. A diary entry in September 1944 contains one outburst:

We had another meeting with Winston at 12 noon. He was again in a most unpleasant mood. Produced the most ridiculous arguments to prove that operations could be speeded up so as to leave us an option till December before having to withdraw any forces from Europe! He knows no details, has only got half the picture in his mind, talks absurdities and makes my blood boil to listen to his nonsense. I find it hard to remain civil. And the wonderful thing is that ¾ of the population of the world imagine that Winston Churchill is one of the Strategists of History, a second Marlborough, and the other 1/4 have no conception what a public menace he is and has been throughout this war! It is far better that the world should never know, and never suspect the feet of clay of that otherwise superhuman being. Without him England was lost for a certainty, with him England has been on the verge of disaster time and again.

And with it all no recognition hardly at all for those who help him except the occasional crumb intended to prevent the dog from straying too far from the table. Never have I admired and despised a man simultaneously to the same extent. Never have such opposite extremes been combined in the same human being.46

An entry in January 1945 is less agitated and more specific: ‘We had a fairly full COS [Chiefs of Staff] which completed our record week for the maximum number of items handled in one week since war started!!! It is a strange thing what a vast part the COS takes in the running of the war and how little it is known or its functions appreciated. The average man in the street has never heard of it. Any limelight for it could not fail to slightly diminish the PM’s halo! This may perhaps account for the fact that he has never yet given it the slightest word of credit in public!’47

Diary entries, ‘those vessels of discontent, are notoriously fickle’, one authority has wisely said, ‘subject to the torque of mutable feeling’.48 How different it might have been if Churchill had delivered a more generous testament. As it was, to paraphrase Balfour’s celebrated remark about his earlier memoirs, Winston wrote an enormous book about himself and called it The Second World War. The impact of that unscrupulously egocentric enterprise on his former CIGS was profound. ‘Winston’s books hardened Alan’s heart considerably,’ reflected Cynthia Brookeborough (wife of his nephew Basil), a shrewd and sympathetic witness, after putting the question to Alanbrooke himself, ‘I think for their egoism and lack of praise for underlings or more, perhaps – his equals. Alan thought Winston very jealous towards equals.’ He meant, above all, the much-neglected Dill, without honour in his own country, despite Alanbrooke’s petitions on his behalf (‘I shall never be able to forgive Winston for his attitude towards Dill’); but also, more surprisingly, the much-garlanded Montgomery; and of course the surviving Chiefs of Staff, Cunningham, Portal, and, naturally, himself.49 ‘Little ween the snug card players in the cabin of the responsibilities of the sleepless man on the bridge.’50

The torque, therefore, had been applied by Churchill himself. With appropriately tragedic irony for one whose whole life was triumph and tragedy, he was the agent of his own nemesis. The weight of post-war commentary, much of it instinctively Churchlllian, is that Winston was shocked and distressed by the publication of Alanbrooke’s diaries, even as emasculated by Bryant. He may well have been.51 Winston was wronged, the Churchillians impute, and his turncoat table-thumper was the culprit.52 It is less often remarked that Alanbrooke was baffled and pained by the publication of Churchill’s memoirs. In fact, his feelings mirrored his reaction to their face-to-face encounters, writ large in the midnight hours. His response was the same. He glared back. Publication of the diaries was a continuation of disputation by other means. It was a courageous step, though the courage was only half-conscious. It added new meaning to the recovery of self-possession: it was in effect a recovery of history – his story – the diary as deposition. Churchill might have known what was coming; and perhaps he did. Moran was with him when he heard for the first time that Alanbrooke was going into print. ‘Winston looked up quickly. “Is it a violent attack on me?”’53

A more subtle, not to say insidious, variant on the wronged Churchill was the injured Alanbrooke. ‘The more I read The Turn of the Tide/ Lord Ismay wrote to his master a month after the book’s publication, ‘the more certain I am that Bryant has done Brookie an injury almost as grievous as Henry Wilson’s widow did to her husband.’54 The reference was to a previous CIGS (assassinated by the IRA) whose posthumously published diaries, edited and mediated in two reminiscent volumes, exposed the diarist as foolishly misguided and, worse still, actively disloyal.55 Ismay peddled this line of self-injury assiduously, and there is a perceptible strain of it in contemporary reviews.56 In the overheated atmosphere of the time, both variants were damaging.57 When the book came out, Alanbrooke sought to mollify Churchill by sending him a copy personally inscribed, ‘To Winston from Brookie,’

With unbounded admiration, profound respect, and deep affection built up in our 5 years close association during the war. Some of the extracts from my diaries in this book may contain criticisms, and references to differences between us. I hope you will remember that these were written at the end of long and exhausting days, often in the small hours of the morning, and refer to momentary daily impressions. These casual day to day impressions bear no relation to the true feelings of deep-rooted friendship and admiration which bound me so closely to you throughout the war. I look upon the privilege of having served you in war as the greatest honour destiny has bestowed on me.

Churchill’s reply was muted but unmistakable. ‘Thank you for sending me a copy of your book. On the whole I think I am against publishing day to day diaries written under the stress of events so soon afterwards. However, I read it with great interest, and I am very much obliged to you for what you say in your inscription.’ His darling Clementine was less restrained. ‘Alanbrooke,’ she exclaimed, ‘wants to have it both ways.’58

Two years later Bryant returned to the fray with the effusive apologetics prefacing Triumph in the West

Some have questioned whether a diary so frank and revealing as Lord Alanbrooke’s should have been published in the lifetime of its author. It was certainly not intended to be, for after his retirement he persistently refused to write his war memoirs or to allow any book to be written about him until after his death. Had others preserved the same silence the public would have had to wait many more years before his diaries saw the light of day or his part in the war became known. But during the first post-war decade a succession of widely read memoirs by American war leaders and Service chiefs appeared, presenting a very different view to Brooke’s of the events which had brought about victory and reflecting on the judgement and competence both of himself and of the British commanders who served under him. During this period the six volumes of Sir Winston Churchill’s Second World War also appeared, giving in great, though not always complete, detail Sir Winston’s version of the events in which he and Alanbrooke were so intimately and, after 1941, inseparably associated. The latter’s viewpoint and the extremely important story of what he sought to achieve, and how, were thus in danger of being obscured or forgotten.59

This was a rearguard action, plainly enough, and not entirely successful. Bryant had been warned. P.J. Grigg, the downright former Secretary of State for War, read The Turn of the Tide in manuscript. ‘I don’t suppose Winston or his toadies will like it very much but I hope that you will not make any major excisions or allow Norman Brook [the Cabinet Secretary] to frighten you with the Official Secrets Act, official etiquette and so forth.’ Grigg was wise in the ways of the velvet throttle. The Cabinet Secretary’s considered response was an admonition exquisite in sentience and syntax alike. ‘I could have wished that the book was not to be published in Sir Winston Churchill’s lifetime. And I cannot refrain from asking what steps are to be taken to prepare him for the kind of publicity which (if I am not mistaken) it will receive.’60 The question was left hanging in the air. But not for long. Innocent or over-confident, neither Alanbrooke nor Bryant was prepared for the furore prompted by lurid serialization in the Sunday Times early in 1957.61 Bryant, the arch butterer and shameless flatterer, should have known better.62 Alanbrooke, a surprisingly simple man, was no doubt too passive for too long. For better or worse, he had placed himself in Bryant’s hands. It was Bryant’s book; that was the fiction or rationalization, and Alanbrooke, at once proud and infirm, ceded precedence to the professional author. Despite an undercurrent of nervy anticipation both men failed to comprehend what they had done.63 By defacing a legend they had transgressed a norm. The legend, moreover, was still warm. Churchill’s people were perplexed, and his friends were unforgiving. Alanbrooke may always have been beyond the Prime Ministerial pale. Now there was no way back.

But recognition did not evade him altogether. After the war, in time-honoured fashion, he was created first a Baron (under Churchill’s dispensation) and then, in tacit acknowledgement of a certain parsimony, a Viscount (under Attlee’s); and in the Birthday Honours List for 1946, His Majesty was pleased to confer upon him the Order of Merit. This last, royal and select, was especially gratifying. Elevation to the peerage, on the other hand, was not an unalloyed pleasure. ‘We finished our COS with a private meeting discussing future of COS, our own successors and probable dates of our departures. …We then discussed the cost of becoming a Baron. Apparently I can’t get out of it under £200 which appals me.’64 He was ennobled but impoverished. The first Lord Alanbrooke had few means. His gratuity was a miserly £311 (Haig’s was £100,000); his half-pay – a Field Marshal never retires – ‘inconsiderable’. In the privacy of his diary, he coveted the Govemor-Generalship of Canada, a position not merely dignified but remunerated, and was bitterly disappointed (once again) when it went instead to the effortless Alexander, at the behest of the King – so Churchill said. Correct to the end, Alanbrooke sported his stiff upper lip. ‘Alexander came to lunch and I had a chance of asking him afterwards how he liked the idea of the Canadian Governorship. He was delighted with the thought of it, and well he might be.’65 After a brief struggle he sold his house and moved into the converted gardener’s cottage. ‘[I] am looking for some means of making money as I am broke (and forced to sell off bird books),’ he wrote piteously to his confidante Cynthia Brookeborough in January 1946. ‘I hope to find something in the line of a directorship which will help me along.’66

Apart from the precious bird books – a 45-volume set, realizing around £3,000 – he did have one under-capitalized asset: the Alanbrooke diaries.67 How far he was aware of this, and how soon, it is difficult to be sure. Bryant spelt it out for him towards the beginning of their association, in 1954, when they were discussing the division of the spoils. ‘One thing to bear in mind is that if the book [The Turn of the Tide] should prove a success on this major scale [some £60,000] – and Billy Collins [the publisher] feels that it well might – it would create a tremendous interest in the rest of your Diary and Notes and so increase their potential capital value, for in this volume we should only be using a very small proportion of the whole.’68 There were cues to be picked up well before that, however, not only from the cold war of memoirs which broke out almost immediately open hostilities were concluded, but even as the hot war was being waged. As early as April 1944, for example, Alanbrooke’s incorrigible charge Montgomery mentioned the existence of his own secret diary in an interview with the American journalist John Gunther. When Gunther remarked that it would surely be an essential source for historians, Montgomery asked whether it would therefore be worth money one day. Gunther suggested a figure of at least $100,000. Once this had been converted into pounds sterling for him, Montgomery is supposed to have grinned and said, ‘Well, I guess I won’t die in the poor house after all.’69 The pecuniary answer to the ‘why’ question is perhaps too easily overlooked, even among the monks of war.

Brother Brooke, for his part, monkish in many ways – not least in his extreme self-containment – was happy to quit the monastery as often as he decently could. ‘Throughout my life’, he wrote in 1953, ‘I have always held it as essential to cultivate some engrossing interest besides one’s profession, to which one could turn for refreshment and rest whenever the exigencies of one’s work admitted. In war the value of such a habit becomes more evident than ever. I sometimes doubt whether I should have retained my sanity through those long years of the last world war had I not had an interest capable of temporarily absorbing my thoughts, and of obliterating the war, even if only for short spells when circumstances permitted.’70 In other words, unlike the monomaniac Montgomery, Alanbrooke had a hinterland. His diary is a dossier of that too.

Together with his wife, Alanbrooke’s hinterland was populated with birds. ‘In ornithology and in nature generally I had formed just such an interest’, he continued, ‘and I cannot describe its value better than by quoting the words which Viscount Grey [the former Foreign Secretary] had written in connection with the First World War in his Fallodon Papers: “In those dark days I found some support in the steady progress unchanged of the beauty of the seasons. Every year, as spring came back unfailing and unfaltering, the leaves came out with the same tender green, the birds sang, the flowers came up and opened, and I felt that a great power of Nature for beauty was not affected by the War. It was like a great sanctuary into which we could go and find refuge for a time from even the greatest trouble of the world, finding there not enervating ease, but something which gave optimism, confidence and security. The progress of the seasons unchecked, the continuance of the beauty of Nature, was a manifestation of something great and splendid which not all the crimes and follies and misfortunes of mankind can abolish or destroy.’”71

This passage became something of a mantra for Alanbrooke immediately he was introduced to it by the sympathetic Winant ten years earlier.72 He had come a long way since the avid bagging of the wild boar. Any salivary stocktaking had long since been confined to birds watched, logged, or filmed. Alanbrooke was one of the pioneers of wildlife photography, whose fine appreciation and sheer determination made admiring experts gape.73 Throughout the war his search for bird books was unremitting – he seems to have been foiled on VE Day itself. His Director of Military Operations Sir John Kennedy (another initiate) remembered being asked to remain behind at the end of a long and difficult meeting at the War Office in 1943. When everyone had gone, the CIGS shut the door, opened a drawer in his desk, and took out a book. ‘He handed it to me, and asked, “Have you read this? It is most remarkable.” I looked at it. Its title was The Truth About the Cuckoo.’74

The quest for the birds themselves was similarly ceaseless. At sixty-eight, Alanbrooke stood for many hours knee-deep in water in the Camargue to film flamingoes. At seventy-four, he climbed a tall pylon hide on an expedition to the Coto Doñana to glimpse the Spanish Imperial Eagle. ‘What form of mysterious pursuit caused me to get my feet wet like a child, to pant up a talus, to stare every dandelion in the face, to start at every coloured mote passing just beyond my field of vision? What was the dream sensation of having come empty-handed – without what? A gun? A wand?’ Alanbrooke, strategist and ornithologist, would have understood the rapturous rhetoric of Vladimir Nabokov, novelist and lepidopterist, only too well.75

‘Viscount Alanbrooke, I am quite sure, would prefer to be remembered as an ornithologist than as a soldier.’ Raymond Fletcher’s verdict may have been a mischievous one, yet he may not have been far wrong.76 Nabokov declared that his pleasures were ‘the most intense known to man: writing and butterfly hunting’.77 Alanbrooke in his fashion shared Nabokov’s dualism, and his intensity, but not his twofold pleasure. His only real fulfilment was his recreation – re-creation, as he said. In truth, he was an unhappy warrior. That was his merit. It is what separated him from Churchill, ultimately, and from so many of his peers. Alanbrooke was always a little foreign to his fellows in arms. Unlike Vigny, he did not suffer from the disease of military ardour. Nor do his diaries. That is their rarity, and their fascination. ‘Let victory belong to those who made war without liking it.’78
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

The Alanbrooke diaries exist in several versions, selections or accretions, and subject to varying (sometimes dubious) editorial practices. It may be helpful to give a brief account of all of them.

There were really four versions before this one. First, the original handwritten diaries, kept nightly throughout the war, lodged with his wife, and preserved in his papers. Secondly, a kind of transcript with added commentary, ‘Notes for my memoirs’, made by Alanbrooke over the years 1951–56, in his own execrable hand, as an aide-mémoire for his eventual biographer (and perhaps for himself), and meanwhile for Sir Arthur Bryant in the preparation of the books based on the diaries, The Turn of the Tide (1957) and Triumph in the West (1959); some of these notes have not survived, including those on the period 1944–45. Thirdly, a typescript copy of the foregoing, confusingly known as ‘Notes on my life’, made by Marian C. Long, research assistant to the Royal Regiment of Artillery (who were commissioning the biography) and to Bryant, in 1954–56; this version is complete, but an unholy mix of guileless titivation and guiltless mistranscription means that it differs in detail from the ‘Notes for my memoirs’. Fourthly, the jewel (as he said), cut and set by Bryant in the paste of his own prose; in other words, the selected and edited version that appears in those ubiquitous volumes. All of this material, including Bryant’s, is now secure and available to researchers in the Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives at King’s College, London.

Surveying the plethora of documentation, it sometimes seems as if each successive version tried to improve upon its predecessor, artlessly and insignificantly in Alanbrooke’s case, knowingly and egregiously in Bryant’s.

Alanbrooke’s improvements run to a confetti of additional punctuation (more commas especially), not always helpful; a certain modulation in the telegraphese of the original (more definite and indefinite articles); some variations in usage; and brief insertions of a contextual character (titles, appointments, physical or geographical detail). Interestingly, and honestly, he was almost never tempted to modify the tone or retouch the painting of his diary, at the time or in retrospect: that is the internal evidence of the texts. He had occasional qualms the morning after about his immoderate expression of the night before – his vituperation of the ailing Admiral Pound in 1942, his depression after the Quebec Conference in 1943 – but these were very much the exceptions that proved the rule (and were no more immoderate than so many other nights that troubled him not at all).1 Considering his provenance and profession, in fact, Alanbrooke was astonishingly uninhibited in his diaries and notes, not only in the notorious invective so liberally applied and so seldom retracted, but also in ways which seem to cut closer to his unimpeachable persona. In the most secret matter of signals intelligence, for example, Alanbrooke was a good deal bolder than Bryant. Thirty years before the secret was out, the diary makes repeated and explicit reference to ‘intercepts’, not to mention ‘the organization for breaking down ciphers’ (Bletchley Park); and the notes call attention to the remarkably detailed intelligence being provided.2 None of this survived Bryant’s blue pencil. In his correspondence, too, Alanbrooke consistently broke the taboos of the time. ‘Somehow the work has not decreased much’, he wrote to a friend shortly after the war was won, ‘but the responsibility is far less. I had some nasty moments wondering whether the Boche would forestall us with the Atomic Bomb and snatch victory from under our noses.’3

Bryant’s improvements are another matter altogether. Bryant was a professional, as he did not shrink from reminding his public. ‘In this volume even more than in its predecessor’, he announced in Triumph in the West, ‘I have based my book on the diary, quoting from it, wherever possible, in preference to Alanbrooke’s post-war commentary or my own narrative. The latter has been used only to set his daily jottings into the general framework of a global war, many of whose events he took for granted and whose details the ordinary reader has probably forgotten.’

Apart from providing this framework I have let the diary speak for itself. It has not been possible, of course, to print it in its entirety. Like all diaries it contains much that is repetitive or day-to-day routine of little general interest. It contains, too, as any diary must, material that might hurt personal feelings without adding anything essential to the record. Such passages, however, are less
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