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INTRODUCTION
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WHY WAR? THE QUESTION IS double-edged. I do not know why men fight wars, though I make an attempt to sketch an answer in the pages that follow. Why the 1998 Reith Lectures are about war is more easily explained. When, to my great surprise, James Boyle, the Controller of BBC Radio 4, asked me, in the spring of 1997, to deliver the lectures, he began by leaving the subject to my choice. I reflected at length and proposed some ideas at our second meeting. None, at least directly, was about war. After hearing me out, he said gently that he thought I would find I would speak best about what I knew best. So war was selected as the subject.

Yet I do not, of course, know about war in any direct way at all. Disabled by a childhood illness, I have not served in any of the armed forces and my exposure to the scenes of war have been brief and distant. As a war correspondent I visited the Lebanon in 1983 and the Gulf – before the outbreak of the fighting – in 1990, and I have also reported from Northern Ireland, the North-West Frontier and South Africa during times of troubles. Except in the Lebanon, I was never in the slightest danger. My knowledge of war is therefore second-hand and academic, largely acquired in the library of the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst during the years I spent there between 1960 and 1985, teaching military history to the future officers of the British Army.

Sandhurst was, nevertheless, a true education in war. The spirit and routine of the Academy taught me military discipline, for we worked long hours to a strict timetable which did not indulge the individual. The day was not nine-to-five nor were the weekends necessarily one’s own. During one period of reorganisation, even annual leave was abolished. I thus learnt that, in the army, time to oneself is a privilege, not a right, and that duty to the institution takes precedence over other obligations.

I would in any case have learnt that from the company of the soldiers who were my colleagues. In the 1960s Sandhurst was staffed by officers who had fought either in the Second World War or in the campaigns that followed it. Most had decorations for bravery in the face of the enemy. They were a light-hearted collection of human beings, with a refreshingly self-confident attitude to authority. To the principle of authority and to the demands it made on their lives, they shared, however, an automatic respect. Having braved death and seen men die, they understood in their bones that it was only the habit of obedience and the automatic performance of orders that made an army work and spared life that would be lost by prevarication or dispute. Their ethic was even stronger than that. Professional officers, I learned to recognise, regarded the discharge of duty as a matter of personal honour. To fail in duty was to dishonour themselves as individuals and, by extension, the body of comrades to which they belonged. Dishonour was so disgraceful that it was preferable to risk death itself rather than be marked by that taint.

To the question ‘Why war?’, therefore, Sandhurst supplied the answer that the professional soldiers of constitutional states fight wars because it is their duty to do so. That was not an answer to the larger question, ‘Why do wars happen at all?’ There are few constitutional states in the world, fewer that maintain professional armies and, among those, still fewer that observe the high standards of duty and morality characteristic of the British in our time. Historically, war has been a dirty business, in which professional armies have been minority participants. If we date the origin of war to the fourth millennium BC, most of the wars fought in the ensuing five thousand years have made little place for the man of honour, the high-minded warrior. The aristocrat in arms, the knight of chivalry, the gentleman officer figure prominently in the chronicles of war, whether they come down to us from the early Chinese empire, the high Middle Ages or the dynastic conflicts of monarchical Europe. All have been outnumbered by the brutish rank-and-file, the conscript dolt, the mercenary, the free-booting predator of the cavalry horde or the raiding longship.

War, historically, is a predatory affair. The most likely explanation of its origin is in the attacks made by our hunter ancestors on our other ancestors who, after the retreat of the glaciers at the end of the last ice age, had begun to domesticate animals and cultivate the land. These early pastoralists and farmers made easy meat. It was only slowly that they learnt to protect themselves against the raiders who emerged without warning from the wilderness beyond the borders of the cultivated lands to pillage and slay. The first form of protection they adopted was that of fortification. When the limited value of fixed defences was recognised, they began to take the offensive to the enemy. Armies originated as counter-attack forces, funded out of the agricultural surplus, which paid some of the early agricultural communities’ members to undertake specialist, perhaps full-time duty as soldiers. By the third millennium BC, such military specialists were campaigning at long distance from cultivated land to check raiders at the borders and even carry war into their homelands.

It was to be a long step, however, between the inception of purposive warfare and the domination of human communities by specialist armed forces. Civilisation, which depends for its survival on the maintenance of law and order, within and without, is a fragile creation. Between the invention of the first regular armies in the first millennium BC and their universal adoption by the world’s advanced states only three hundred years ago, much disorder intervened. The Chinese empire, oldest and most durable of polities, underwent frequent periods of turmoil whenever its armies lost control of the border with Central Asia or of the population. Rome, which perfected the regular army in a form still influential today, succeeded in establishing stability and maintaining it for several hundred years. It did so, however, only by conducting an active defence of the frontiers as a permanent condition of the empire’s survival and, when the army eventually failed as an instrument of state, disorder broke in, to persist over wide areas of Europe for a thousand years.

In the wider world, untouched by the Roman or Chinese empires, warfare was endemic, motivated often by predation but also, as society complexified, by quarrels over personal, family or group prestige, territorial control, access to markets or commodities or by the need to achieve security. All those motives are discernible in the military history of the Greek world, with its passion for discord. Quarrel over rights, legal or dynastic, was a particular cause of warfare in post-Roman Europe. To these impulses to belligerence the rise of Islam, in the seventh century AD, added that of demand for religious conformity, not previously known as a military imperative. It would eventually become a major cause of conflict, as would, later still, political ideologies that claimed a similar orthodoxy.

The rise of the European maritime empires in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had the indirect effect, meanwhile, of bringing local and traditional warfare over much of Asia and Africa to an end. Whatever its injustices, imperialism brought domestic peace to Europe’s colonies and possessions. Paradoxically, it was within Europe, after a comparatively untroubled nineteenth century, that war returned to rend civilised life with an intensity never before known. The First World War shook the continent’s political structure to its foundations, destroying historic dynastic states and creating circumstances in which aggressive ideologies came to rule where comparatively benevolent monarchies had done before. The Second World War, essentially a conflict of those ideologies, broke continental borders to engulf eventually almost the whole world and to carry to its far corners the most destructive military technology human ingenuity could invent, of which the atomic bomb was the ultimate development. By 1945 the many transformations through which war had passed had culminated in a form of war mankind could no longer risk waging. Hiroshima and Nagasaki were not simply military events but warnings that warfare was now a medium of human relations that would destroy all who tried to turn it to their use.

‘Why war?’ was therefore a question no longer worth asking, except in a historical context, because war waged with the worst of available weapons was henceforth nonsensical. The question ‘How war?’ nevertheless remained. Paradoxically, as responsible statesmen everywhere recognised, nuclear war could be averted only if a way could be found to use military force as a restraint against seekers after power who threatened the general peace. Thankfully thus far in the nuclear age, such ways have been found. A conclusive solution has not, nor, one must realise, will it ever be. ‘The condition of liberty is eternal vigilance’: all reasonable people desire liberty from the threat of war. It can be assured only by the devotion to duty of democracy’s professional warriors. They deserve our respect, trust and support.


CHAPTER ONE
WAR AND OUR WORLD
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WAR HAS BEEN THE SCOURGE of this century. The ride of the other three horsemen of the Apocalypse, and particularly famine and pestilence, has been halted and even turned back during the last ninety years. Nowhere in the world is starvation unavoidable, while the diseases that killed our forebears in millions – plague, cholera and typhus foremost among them – are almost forgotten afflictions. It is war that has replaced them as an enemy of human life, well-being, happiness and optimism. The effect of war on the lives of human individuals and the communities in which they live is the theme of these lectures.

Much of what I have to say dwells on war’s scourge-like nature and on the way in which, from small beginnings, war came in our own century to threaten the survival of civilisation itself. I hope, however, to lead my audience to conclude, as I do, that the worst of war is now behind us and that mankind, with vigilance and resolution, will henceforth be able to conduct the affairs of the world in a way that allows war a diminishing part.

The First World War killed at least ten million people in battle, most of them young or very young men, and millions more died from war-related causes. The Second World War killed fifty million, of whom fewer than half were servicemen in uniform. Yugoslavia, for example, lost ten per cent of its population, of which but a fraction belonged to the Royal Yugoslav Army; the rest died as a result of deprivation, reprisal or internecine massacre.

The toll of war persisted beyond the great peace of 1945. Civil war and wars of national liberation, in China, Vietnam, Algeria, the Middle East, Angola and Mozambique, and the inter-ethnic wars that have followed the dissolution of empires, are often calculated to have killed another fifty million. How conscious we all are of the killings that have affronted civilised sentiment in this decade, the killings in Rwanda and Bosnia that have added another million victims to the century’s casualty list.

Demographers explain that human fertility soon replaces the war dead. No war anywhere, except the Paraguayan war of 1864–70, has ever equalled or even approached the lethality of the Black Death, which killed one European in four in the fourteenth century. Birth rates rapidly recover, as they did even in Paraguay, which lost nine-tenths of its males, and populations continue to increase.

If the costs of war were measured solely in statistics, they could indeed be shrugged off. The costs, however, are not measured only on graphs. The unquantifiable cost is in emotional suffering, by which the pain of one death is often multiplied many times, through the network of family relationships, and in long-term, indeed lifelong, deprivation.

Even demographers admit that war losses cause a generational imbalance between the sexes. In Germany in 1945, the imbalance between males and females of marriageable age stood at 100:180, which denied hundreds of thousands of German women any prospect of marriage or re-marriage. The imbalance in the Soviet Union, which had lost ten, rather than four, million soldiers, was higher still.

The emotional cost of war has, moreover, been heightened in this century in a peculiarly excruciating way. The wounds of war are always self-inflicted, unlike those caused by disease, against which mankind struggled in vain for millennia. Traditionally imprecise and long-delayed, news of the death in war of someone dear was accompanied by the eternal and consequent ‘why?’ asked by those who heard of it, to which have been added in our time the long-drawn-out apprehensions of ‘will it be us?’ and, if so, ‘when?’

Ours has been, we constantly congratulate ourselves, the news century. The news-gatherer has become a modern celebrity and the means by which he transmits what he learns, the telegraph, radio, television, and now fax and e-mail, are among our chief modern marvels. News is today a welcome and almost necessary commodity, even if it is bad, as it decreasingly often is, for someone else.

What the permeation of our consciousness by constant reportage has led us to forget is that, for several long periods during the lifetime of people still alive, news was what they did not want to hear. The telegraph boy on his bicycle, pedalling the suburban street and symbol to the Victorians of a new and benevolent technological advance, became for parents and wives during both world wars literally an omen of terror – for it was by telegram that the awful flimsy form beginning ‘We regret to inform you that’ was brought to front doors, a trigger for the articulation of the constant unspoken prayer, ‘Let him pass by, let him stop at another house, let it not be us.’

In Britain during the First World War that prayer was not answered several million times; on seven hundred thousand occasions the telegraph boy brought the ultimate bad news of the death of a son, husband or brother. ‘We are dreading the Telegram that so many have received lately,’ wrote Robert Saunders, a fortnight after the opening of the battle of the Somme, in which his son was serving, and already twenty thousand young British soldiers had been killed.*

‘The terror by day’, as the wartime telegram has been called, could inflict direct, immediate and inextinguishable pain simply by what it told. Patrick Dalziel-Job, a Second World War naval officer, describes how, as a young and only child, he heard the news of his father’s death in the First World War.

He was playing with a mechanical toy in the space between the bed and the wall in a rented seaside room which his mother had taken while his father was away at the front. She was brushing her hair, silhouetted against the window. While she brushed it, she told him that Daddy would not be coming back from the war. She continued to brush her hair. After an interval, he resumed play with his mechanical toy. His mother, who was still young during the Second World War, did not remarry.

Sometimes the telegram tortured because the news it brought was imprecise. ‘Down on your knees, Julia, and thank God you haven’t a son,’ said Rudyard Kipling to a friend while he waited to hear news of his only son, John, reported missing after the battle of Loos in September 1915.*

For months he and Carrie, his wife, kept up hope that John might be a prisoner. Carrie hoped longer than Rudyard. Eventually he wrote a short poem of acceptance that John was dead:


My son was killed while laughing at some jest.

I would I knew

What it was and it might serve me in a time

When jests are few.†



Kipling deluded himself, or perhaps was deluded by one of the many Irish Guardsmen from whom he sought word of his son’s fate. His friend, Rider Haggard, who had met the last of John’s comrades to see him alive, knew that he was then crying in pain from a wound in the mouth.

Where and when John later died, no one can tell. He was one of the five hundred thousand British soldiers of the Great War whose bodies were lost in the wasteland of shattered trenches and crater fields which battle left behind. Ironically, as we now know, his remains were eventually discovered, and re-interred under a headstone bearing the words Rudyard Kipling had himself composed to commemorate the missing, ‘Known Unto God’.

Sometimes, finally, the telegram tortured, with fatal effect, even if it did not come at all. Let me give an example. It is one of the tragedies of the twentieth century that most mature adults have a war story, good sometimes, bad more often. Here is a bad one of my own. I did not know my paternal grandmother, who died many years before I was born, in the winter of 1917.

At the time my father was an eighteen-year-old gunner, serving in a battery near Arras, on the Western Front. On hearing that his mother was gravely ill, he was sent home on compassionate leave but arrived too late. A neighbour met him as he walked from the station to the family house and unwittingly commiserated with him on his bereavement. He told me the story among his carefully censored war memories. But later, when he was himself near death, he revealed a little more. That summer, as his mother had taken him to the station to see him off to France in his new khaki, she had broken down. ‘I shall never see you again,’ she said.

I wondered – continue to wonder – at the depth of anguish that could have torn such words from a loving parent at such a moment. My father’s sister, one of the army of spinsters left by the Great War, added some explanation towards the end of her own life. She had seen her three brothers go to the war, Richard in 1915, Edward in 1916. ‘When Frank went in 1917,’ she said, ‘the worry began to consume mother. She wasn’t really very ill that winter. She just gave up the ghost.’

So a mother had frightened herself to death, as if to fulfil the awful prophecy dragged out of her on the railway platform from which she sent her youngest off to the carnage. Ironically again, all three brothers came safely back, physically almost untouched, from their years in the trenches.

I offer this small family reminiscence not for its personal but for its universal significance. That is a theme taken up by George MacDonald Fraser in his wonderful memoir of service in the Border Regiment in Burma in 1944–5. Throughout he was acutely conscious of the risks he ran; two of his nine immediate comrades were indeed killed in what he calls ‘the lottery of active service’.

In reflection, however, it is with those in England that he most strongly identifies. ‘Whatever anxieties the soldier may experience in the field can be nothing to the torment of those at home … Those months must have been the longest of [my parents’] lives.’*

The point he is seeking to make, I think, is that soldiers know when and why they have reason to be in fear, which typically is not very often – war service has been called ‘long periods of boredom punctuated by moments of acute terror’. Yet those who worry for them do so every waking hour. In this century, moreover, endemic anxiety has been an emotion of majorities throughout Europe, North America, much of Asia and Australasia and parts of Africa for very long periods.

Why was that? George MacDonald Fraser again illuminates. On hearing news of the outbreak of the Second World War, his grandmother remarked, ‘Well, the men will be going away again’.† Her matter-of-fact acceptance of a reality she correctly anticipated reminds us that advanced states had achieved in her lifetime what none had previously succeeded in doing: making every man a soldier.

Traditionally, armies were hard to assemble. Soldiers might be hired, but at such cost that price kept mercenary armies small. They could be employed on long-term contract, as regulars, but the expense of regular armies kept them small also. By means still difficult to dissect, during the nineteenth century nation states managed to persuade their populations that all fit males should undergo military training in early manhood; furthermore, that afterwards they should hold themselves in readiness to return to service when called.

Conscript service produced large, relatively cheap peacetime armies, while the reserve obligation promised to produce very large wartime ones. We can understand some of the mechanisms that assisted that process. The institution of the census supplied the names and addresses of those of military age. The introduction of compulsory education disciplined the potential recruits and fitted them for training. Meanwhile the rise of factory work, itself a disciplinary influence, yielded both the goods necessary to arm and equip the conscript millions and the wealth that could be taxed to pay for them. Yet what these developments do not explain is why populations, separate from states, consented to raise the enormous armies that, twice in this century worldwide, and regionally more often than that, have inflicted such an emotional burden on those who assented to, or at least acquiesced, in their creation.

All we can say is that they did. Historians recognise that there was a ‘militarisation’ of Europe in the last century, one effect of which was to represent the performance of military service as an honourable duty all ought to undertake and the maintenance of big armies – and navies – as a good thing. The military mood persisted into the first half of this century, and that mood combined with the very large available numbers of fighting men to generate battles on a scale and of a duration never before known.

We now call them battles of attrition – Passchendaele and Verdun are examples from the First World War, Stalingrad and Normandy from the Second. Attrition is the process in which the infliction of casualties on constantly replaced numbers is protracted until the resolution of one side or the other breaks. Yet the paradox was that generals, and states, had argued for large armies because numbers were supposed to bring quick and cheap victories.

When eventually they produced only long casualty lists, that outcome was rationalised as a necessary means to victory. When populations began to question whether victory was worth the price – as the British and French did after 1918 – we can begin to identify a reversal of the military mood that captured Europe in the nineteenth century.

Moods, however, are difficult to change, and they alter erratically over time and from place to place. Only after 1945 did the Germans and Japanese decide that the quest for victory had cost an unbearable price. American military triumphalism was thrown into reverse only by the crisis of the Vietnam war and not until this decade did a new generation of North Vietnamese begin to question whether a conflict that killed two hundred thousand of their young men each year between 1966 and 1972 was really worth fighting.

I have spoken so far only of the human cost of war, and largely of the emotional effect of that cost on our world. I am prepared to justify that bias, for material damage is more easily and quickly made good than emotional loss, which never can be. Nevertheless, we must remember that the material damage caused by the Second World War in particular was as unparalleled in scale as the loss of life in both world wars and that the effort to repair it distorted normal economic activity for decades.

A striking example of how great was the material loss caused by the Second World War is presented by the case of the United States. In 1939 the American economy was the largest in the world, as it had been since the late nineteenth century. By 1945 the American national product was equal in value to that of the rest of the world put together.

Spared the effects of strategic bombing, blockade and fighting over its territory between 1941 and 1945, the United States had been able to raise both domestic consumption and industrial output, to maximise agricultural yields, to modernise its infrastructure, to increase exploitation of its readily available natural resources without exhausting them, and still, by the war’s end, to have accumulated a fiscal surplus which alone offered hope of providing the investment necessary to repair the catastrophic damage inflicted by war on other economies, those of friend and foe alike, exposed to every one of the calamities it had avoided.

The calamities suffered by the defeated were calamities indeed. The centre of all Germany’s largest cities had been bombed flat or burnt out, and as many as a million German civilians, the majority women and children, had been killed under air attack; to return for a moment to the emotional dimension of the war, many of the four million German soldiers killed in action must have fought their last battles afflicted by the worry of whether their loved ones lived or not.

This is not to solicit special sympathy for the nation that had initiated the war. It is merely to recognise that Germany was the most heavily bombed country among the combatants. Materially the Japanese suffered even worse. During 1945, sixty per cent of the ground area of Japan’s sixty largest cities was burnt out, incidentally killing more civilians than in the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August.

During 1945, normal economic life in Germany and Japan was brought to a halt and their populations were fed in defeat by the charity of their enemies. In the Soviet Union, a victor nation, economic activity had declined by two-thirds, while in Britain victory brought even slimmer rations than had passed the U-boat blockade.

In every major combatant country, except the United States, years of unproductive military expenditure and of under-investment in the civilian economy, often no investment at all, condemned the peoples who welcomed the peace to a new round of economic self-denial in the cause of repairing the war’s self-inflicted wounds.

Some wounds could not be repaired. The cultural damage caused by the war included the destruction of much of the built heritage of England, Germany and Austria, often in reprisal bombing raids, and the deliberate devastation of such sites as the Russian and German imperial palaces, the old city of Warsaw, and the abbey of Monte Cassino, mother house of European monasticism; there was, as well, much collateral damage to the architectural heritage of Italy, France and the Low Countries.

Among the art treasures destroyed, or lost for years without trace as a result of private or official looting, were the contents of the great Berlin museums, stored in the city’s flak towers; a fire in the Friedrichshain flak tower on May 6, 1945, destroyed 434 Old Master paintings, including works by Botticelli, Caravaggio, Titian, Veronese and Rubens and such German masters as Cranach and Menzel.

War has always been destructive of treasure; the journey of the famous horses of St Mark, which have wandered since the Fourth Crusade between Constantinople, Venice, Paris and Venice again, is a cautionary survival story. War has also always been destructive of life.

The point towards which I have been striving, however, and on which I want to conclude is this: war, until very recent times, was not among life’s great enemies. Famine, yes; fear of famine was among the causes of the French Revolution, the event from which we date the beginning of the modern world. Disease, too; plague, cholera and typhus regularly killed millions more than wars ever did until those of the French Revolution and perhaps afterwards. War had previously had occasional epidemic effects, as during the Thirty Years War of the seventeenth century.

Yet a visitation from that particular apocalyptic horseman always stood lower in mankind’s fears than those of the arbitrary and impersonal arrival of successful germs or of the failure of crops. The fear of war as a widespread killer first began to afflict families only in the nineteenth century – first of all, I think, in the United States during the American Civil War, as lines from Walt Whitman’s poem ‘Come Up from the Fields Father’ so piercingly convey–


See, dearest mother, the letter says Pete will soon
be better

Alas poor boy, he will never be better



Only in the twentieth century did the fear of war finally overtake in force the primordial anxieties associated with deprivation and sickness.

Ironically, or paradoxically – I recognise that I have employed both words before – the appalling cost of warfare achieved in the twentieth century is the outcome of an exactly contrary aspiration. Automatic weapon fire, massed artillery bombardment, aerial bombing, unpiloted missiles and ultimately nuclear and thermonuclear weapons – almost every single one of the century’s so-called advances in military technology or practice – was conceived and developed as a means of sparing loss of life, at least to one’s own side.

That they too often resulted not in quick and cheap victory but in bloody attrition cannot deny that incontestable fact. How did it come about that a man-made affliction, war, has only quite recently succeeded in replacing the calamities of the natural world as our chief life-threatening phenomenon? How, indeed, did war begin in the first place? Those questions will be the subject of my next two lectures.


*Quoted in Trevor Wilson, The Myriad Faces of War (Blackwell/Polity, 1986, p. 389).

*Angus Wilson, The Strange Ride of Rudyard Kipling (Pimlico, 1994, p. 304).

†Quoted, ibid. p. 305.

*George MacDonald Fraser, Quartered Safe Out Here (Harvill, 1992, p. 73).

†Ibid.
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