
THE RUSI JOURNAL

Wars, Guns and Votes: 
Democracy in Dangerous 

Places
Paul Collier

The Bodley Head, 2009

What a rare pleasure: an economist 
who can write clear and engaging 

English. Paul Collier is a professor of 
economics at Oxford University. Despite 
this, he has written another important 
book, without any gobbledygook and, 
surprisingly, with wry humour. 

It is based upon extensive and sound 
scholarship, though it is not burdened by 
footnotes. He says that he has tried to 
write a book which readers can enjoy. He 
has largely succeeded. Readers have to 
keep their wits about them, but anyone 
concerned with the wretched state of 
Africa should read immediately this sequel 
to his award-winning The Bottom Billion.

The main problem in Africa is too much 
sovereignty, especially presidential 
sovereignty that allows destructive 
monsters such as Robert Mugabe to 
survive for decades. Africa, says Collier, 
has too many unviable countries, with 
too many large armies. The wrong kind of 
coups, he asserts, inspires often necessary 
regime change. And the frequent bogus 
elections do not bring democracy, but 
instead ‘democrazy’.

Though not an apologist for 
colonialism, he argues that empires 
imposed economies of scale by creating 
regional cohesion. He rejects the once-
popular idea of a return to UN-style 
mandates for many of the continent’s 
failed states. He wants more federalism. 
Germany, he explains, gave up sovereignty 
on a huge scale, not least regarding 
currency and interest rates, whilst the 
embrace of NATO achieved this militarily. 
Poor Burundi has pooled nothing, and 
it shows. Collier’s models indicate that 
seven regional groupings would work 
better than the current motley crew of 
basket cases. Such regional groups could 
provide the infrastructure and finance to 
create proper hydroelectric schemes and 
railways.

Collier spends much time on the issue of 
ethnic rivalry versus good governance. 
Very few African countries attack each 
other; civil war, coups and rebellions – 
usually tribally based – are the real curse. 
He also tackles the endemic problem of 
ethnic-based corruption. He suggests 
thorough in-house external financial 
scrutiny of aid expenditures: Africa needs 
an army of Western accountants. 

Collier is also keen on security 
guarantees. He is a fan of French 
stabilisation techniques: not the 
permanent military bases, but effective 
over-the-horizon armed support for 
legitimate governments. Curbing 
corruption and excessive military 
spending are vital ingredients in his recipe 
for hope, though he is continuously 
scathing about Africa’s ‘Mickey Mouse’ 
elections.

While no defender of autocracy, 
Collier agues that ‘democracy reduces 
political violence in high-income societies, 
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but increases it in low-income societies’. 
He deflates many myths, not least the 
former hero worship of some anti-
colonial heroes. ‘Armed struggle,’ he says, 
‘is usually development in reverse’.

Collier says a lot about Western 
involvement but almost nothing about 
China’s recent success, apparently the 
subject of a forthcoming book. Beijing 
has regarded Africa as an economic 
opportunity; the West treats it as a 
burden. Western politicians just pretend 
to care about Africa. Aid, nearly always 
ineffective or plain counterproductive, is 
almost a reflex action inspired by guilt. 
But a healthy Africa is vital to the West’s 
security interests even if the focus is 
purely immigration, let alone a moral 
imperative.

It is difficult in a short review to do justice 
to Collier’s impressive ideas for reform. 
They all make sense, except the author 
knows Africa too well. In his heart he 
realises they probably will not happen. 
He talks of charismatic leaders with 
genuine ideals. Sadly, fifty Mugabes rant 
and rave for every secular saint, such as 
Mandela. Only Africa itself can resolve 
that conundrum. 

And who are we in the West to 
preach? Westminster, the BBC and the 
quangocracy are mired in petty corruption 
or greed. In Britain we are too busy saving 
ourselves from mad, bad bankers to do 
much about saving Africa. ■

Professor Paul Moorcraft is Director of 
the Centre for Foreign Policy Analysis in 
London and visiting professor at Cardiff 
University’s School of Journalism, Media 
and Cultural Studies.

Resilience of a Nation:  
A History of the Military in 

Rwanda
Frank K Rusagara

Fountain Publishers, 2009

Some years ago on a research trip to 
Rwanda this reviewer had the good 

fortune to have lunch with Brigadier 
General Frank K Rusagara who had been 
a senior officer in the Rwanda Patriotic 
Army (RPA), the military wing of the 
Rwanda Patriot Front (RPF). In 1994, 
the RPA successfully put an end to the 
genocide of the Tutsi. By the time we 
met, Rusagara had become the Military 
Historian of the new Rwanda Defense 
Forces (RDF), the successor army to 
the RPA and by then judged the most 
effective military force in Africa. The RDF 
had gained international respect and 
recognition, particularly in peace support 
operations in Darfur. This had been 
achieved partly through a remarkable 
concept known as Ingando, a word the 
Rwandan military used to describe the 
integration of some of the soldiers of 
the previous genocidal regime into the 
new army. The word Ingando dates from 
pre-colonial Rwanda when it described 
a military encampment during which 
soldiers were reminded of their duty to 
the one nation – Rwanda.

The RPA was the military wing of a 
political movement created in the late 
eighties to ensure the return home of 
hundreds of thousands of Tutsi families 
made stateless during Rwanda’s 1959 anti-
Tutsi purges  and exiled to neighbouring 
countries, especially Uganda. The RPA 
had invaded Rwanda from Uganda in 
October 1990 and launched a civil war. 
This lasted, on and off, until the signing of 
the Arusha Accords in August 1993 which 
provided for a return home for refugees 
and a power-sharing agreement between 
the Tutsi rebels and the Hutu government 
then in place in Kigali. 

The several hours spent with 
Rusagara were mainly taken up with the 
1994 military campaign waged by the 
RPA, but our meeting did ensure that 
the revised edition of this reviewer’s 
book, A People Betrayed, contained 
a more comprehensive account of 
Rwanda’s military history. This history, as 
Rusagara explained that day, could not be 
distinguished from the history of Rwanda 
– they were one and the same.  

Your reviewer later discovered 
documents in Rwanda’s vast government 
archive to show how in 1960, Belgian 
military officers were stationed in 
neighbouring Congo. They had their own 
ideas about what a Rwandan army should 
be, and they had recruited northerners 
for an exclusively Hutu force. For thirty 
years this army, which started life as the 
Garde Nationale, would reinforce racist 
and exclusionist policies against Tutsi, 
devised by successive Hutu governments. 
The army shared recruits with a French-
inspired Rwandan national gendarmerie; 
eventually the gendarmerie and the 
army would become collectively known 
as the Forces Armée Rwandaise (FAR). 
Some senior FAR commanders, most 
of them trained in Belgium and France, 
would later be convicted of genocide. 
In the case brought against them by the 
prosecutors at the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), it was claimed 
that they had determined to exterminate 
the civilian Tutsi population and eliminate 
members of the opposition in order to 
retain power during planning undertaken 
in their offices.

Rusagara takes a longer view of history 
and for him the story starts several 
centuries before, at a time when 
Rwanda’s army was used solely for the 
security of the royal Tutsi court (before 
it became entirely concerned with 
expanding territorial holdings). In the 
reviewer’s notebook Rusagara wrote the 
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names of an illustrious ancestral military 
lineage dating back five generations. It 
belonged to Major General Paul Kagame, 
now President of Rwanda, who had led 
the RPA to victory and who had won 
international praise for his military skill. 
This included plaudits from Lieutenant 
General Romeo Dallaire, the commander 
of the UN Assistance Mission for Rwanda 
(UNAMIR), who had produced daily 
reports on the progress of the campaign 
waged by the RPA from 8 April 1994, and 
which resulted in a total military victory 
three months later.  

It is remarkable how many people 
in Rwanda can tell the names of their 
ancestors back to a time when a feudal 
system and an organised administrative 
structure existed, when patronage 
provided protection in exchange for work. 
The Rwandan army had always been of 
central importance, but from the mid-
eighteenth century, as territorial holdings 
were increased, Rwanda’s conquests 
meant that the country was constantly 
at war. The strength of this tiny kingdom 
was its permanent and professional royal 
armies and there are claims that military 
formations or battalions were created 
even earlier than the thirteenth century. 
The elite warriors, known as the Intore, 
travelled the kingdom; experienced cattle 
rustlers within their ranks would steal the 
herds of those they conquered.  

Rwanda has an oral tradition and the 
telling of the nation’s history was 
controlled by the royal court where 
dynastic poets and musicians told of 
forty-three reigns dating from 1091. In 
a complex and symbolic language called 
Kinyarwanda there were 300 historical 
tales and 175 dynastic poems passed on 
from generation to generation. 

The pre-colonial period still serves 
and informs the present in Rwanda 
and this book has done a service to the 
country’s military tradition. It will be of 
the utmost use for scholars wishing to 
study this part of Africa. Rusagara has 
helped to preserve a remarkable history 

about which many outsiders to his 
country are largely ignorant. ■

Linda Melvern is Honorary Professor in 
the Department of International Politics 
at the University of Wales, Aberystwyth. 
She is an investigative journalist and 
acted as a consultant to the Military One 
prosecution team at the International 
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda. 

The author, Frank K Rusagara, is a Visiting 
Fellow at RUSI. 

IRA The Bombs and the 
Bullets:  

A History of Deadly 
Ingenuity

Andy R Oppenheimer
Irish Academic Press, 2009

You know the kind of local bookshop 
– small, caring, selective – where 

books are piled high for want of space, 
and there is only ever a single copy of 
each title. On a slow Sunday afternoon 
you root under the mound, and if lucky, 
unearth what you suspect could be a 
gem. Well, this might just be one of those 
titles. Its parsimonious sleeve design 
offers little promise. Its content, however, 
meets its author’s declared aims not 
to contribute further to the extensive 
political literature on the IRA, and to be 
something more than a bumper book 
of bomb-making. That said, the average 
Waterstones’ shelf-stacker is still more 
likely to arrange it under ‘A’ for anorak 
than ‘T’ for terrorism.

A weapons and explosives specialist, 
Oppenheimer sets out to chart the last 
century of Irish republican weapons and 
bomb manufacture, beginning with the 
Fenian dynamiters in the 1870s. For him, 
the bomb is the weapon of destruction of 

the twentieth century. And the IRA is its 
insurgent exponent par excellence. Indeed 
with its intelligence and propaganda arms, 
he claims the Provos to have been the 
world’s most sophisticated insurrectionist 
organisation. His moral condemnation of 
their exploits, however, is held in check, 
usually articulated through the horror of 
onlookers, like this police officer: 

 One of the most horrendous moments 
for me was seeing a head stuck to a wall 
… we found vertebrae and a ribcage on 
the roof of a nearby building. The reason 
we found it was because seagulls were 
diving on to it.

Or the caption to a front-page photo in 
the Belfast Telegraph: ‘What does this 
picture mean to you? If it appals, if it is 
too shocking by far, it will have served a 
grim purpose.’ 

His admiration nevertheless 
survives for the professional ingenuity 
and innovation of the IRA’s special 
status ‘Engineering Department’ and the 
unceasing production line of bombs from 
its laboratories.

Incident by incident, the reader is 
guided through a forensic evolution of 
the bomber’s dark arts with particular 
emphasis on the Troubles. The IRA are 
attributed with inventing the ammonium 
nitrate-fuel oil car bomb (ANFO) that 
moved terrorism onto an industrial 
level, capable of taking out city blocks 
and buildings by the 1980s. This vehicle-
borne improvised explosive device 
(VBIED) would become the ‘nuclear 
weapon of guerrilla warfare’.  Another 
imaginative innovation was ANNIE or 
‘Donegal mix’, a blend of ammonium 
nitrate, nitrobenzene and diesel oil 
with a booster charge. Coffee grinders 
were sometimes used to fine-grind 
the ANNIE into high-nitrogen fertiliser. 
Highly incendiary aluminium powder, 
diesel oil, soap powder and sawdust were 
further ingredients of choice: oil makes 
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aluminium stick to ammonium nitrate 
rendering it more sensitive to the charger 
(often Semtex), whilst soap and sawdust 
enhance the detonation.  The versatile 
Semtex – malleable, easily handled, and 
capable of surviving high temperatures 
– would take its own pride of place in 
the IRA arsenal.  A fascinating table lists 
the properties of types 1A, 1H, and 10 
according to explosion heat, detonation 
velocity, and temperature of explosion 
(3,800°C for all three). Intriguingly, its 
Czech co-inventor strapped a batch to 
his chest in 1997 with the inevitable  
fatal consequence. His admiring com-
patriots felt it only appropriate to com-
memorate his creation in the name of a 
soft drink.

Like this, Oppenheimer’s book is 
full of useful data and throwaway lines. 
False alarms and hoaxes accompanied 
IRA IEDs. The first increased in 1971 
from 276 to 939, and hoaxes stepped up 
from 51 to 658 during 1971-72. At the 
same time the IRA perpetrated in excess 
of 1,300 bombings in 1972. Moreover, a 
taxonomy of their shopping trips includes 
varying quantities of AK-47s, Armalites, 
M-16s, FN MAG and DshK machine guns, 
LPO-50 flamethrowers, RPG-7s, SAM-7s, 
Semtex, and foiled attempts to obtain 
Stinger missiles. Another gives a detailed 
breakdown across eleven small-print 
pages of every attack on the ‘mainland’ 
during the 1980s and ’90s.

However, the chapter on 
‘spectaculars’ – ‘massive attack(s) with 
maximum impact that would receive 
maximum media coverage’ – is a useful 
reminder of what it took to blast various 
high profile targets onto the ‘mainland’ 
population’s radar, and drive the UK 
government to the negotiating table. The 
Brighton bomb, a ‘terrorist masterpiece’, 
was pioneering in its use of a video-
cassette player, parking memo timer and 
Semtex. It was primed to go off twenty-
four days, six hours and thirty-six minutes 
after being secreted under a bath in 
Room 629 of the Grand Hotel, aimed at 
wiping out Margaret Thatcher’s cabinet 
occupying nearby rooms. The 1991 mortar 
warhead attack on John Major’s Downing 
Street is examined for its audacity. The 
Baltic Exchange strike, Bishopsgate kiloton 
bomb (possibly causing £1.45 billion of 
damage) with the equivalent power of 

a ‘mini-nuke’ without the radiation, the 
Canary Wharf lorry bomb, and the IRA’s 
‘Hiroshima’ (leading to a £170 million 
private insurance claim on city markets) 
make the point that the IRA had identified 
a weakness in the UK economy, namely 
the fragile British and European insurance 
markets. Insurers’ inability to gauge the 
scale, targets and effect of the bomb 
meant imposing extortionate premiums 
on firms which the UK government was 
unable to reinsure. 

Oppenheimer rightly sees these 
‘spectaculars’ as acts of political 
communication. They go beyond the 
instrumental or operational: they seek 
more than body count. Rather, they 
identify the enemy’s economic weak-
points to all watching, albeit at a lower 
level of communication. Where he 
fails is on the higher level: he does not 
explain how this horrific communication 
spoke further to a committed sectarian 
constituency, and how and to what 
degree it continued to resonate with a 
history of nationalist grievance. But in 
all fairness, although he tries to weave 
a political context through the narrative, 
his objective is not to stray too far from 
his expertise. Nevertheless the scene-
setting history of the IRA is thin, lacking 
depth and nuance, and because it is 
viewed through the prism of bombs and 
bullets, it fails to recognise the intricate 
relationship between the war of weapons 
and the war of words. Equally, editorial 
slips occur: repetition of sentences rich 
with data within a couple of pages of 
each other, ambiguous tabulation (‘Sir 
Edward Heath’s 1972 government’), and 
a scrawny index (the letter ‘J’ has two 
entries, ‘K’ has three).

The strength of this book is the force 
of its insights arising from Oppenheimer’s 
own experience and contacts in the trade. 
The IRA come across as brilliant bomb-
makers, imaginative, sophisticated, and 
unrelenting. And this he sets alongside 
chilling detail that avoids morbid 
voyeurism whilst transmitting the shock 

and awe of the political bomber’s stock-
in-trade: 

 If a wave of energy increases that 
pressure by up to 4 kg, the eardrums 
perforate. If the pressure wave is 
between 4.5 and 6.5 kg, the lungs 
collapse, killing the victim. Waves 
created by the explosion enter the 
mouth and tear off the head, limbs and 
flesh, leaving only spinal remnants, body 
fragments and pieces of clothing. ■

Neville Bolt is a PhD candidate in the 
Department of War Studies at King’s 
College London, and a member of the 
Insurgency Research Group. 

Talking to Terrorists:  
Making Peace in Northern 

Ireland and the Basque 
Country

John Bew, Martyn Frampton and  
Inigo Gurruchaga

Hurst and Company, 2009

Talking to Terrorists is a sharply 
focused book, dwelling on how 

communities and governments have 
communicated with terrorists, and setting 
those talks and the subsequent analysis 
into a wider political and historical 
context. Two surprises emerge – one is 
how incredibly often there were behind-
the-scenes talks in the examples cited; the 
other is the fact that talking to terrorists 
can have an extremely negative effect. 

The book gives real insight into 
communications during the long wars 
fought by the IRA in Northern Ireland and 
by ETA in Spain in the latter decades of the 
twentieth century. Time and time again 
we hear of talks with the IRA in England, 
Dublin or in Northern Ireland, and with 
ETA, most notably in Algiers. We are 
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told how each side often misinterpreted 
the reasons for governments opening 
channels of communication. The terrorists 
frequently saw it as an opportunity to 
negotiate or a sign that their violent acts 
brought results, opening doors which set 
them on a political route that might bring 
peace on their terms: a united Ireland in 
the case of the IRA and an independent 
Basque homeland in the case of ETA. In 
some cases, however, the talking led to 
further acts of violence.

The book concludes that talking alone 
does not bring peace. Constantly 
analysing what took place over the years, 
it points out there were other critical 
factors too. In Northern Ireland these 
factors included the political intuition, 
intelligence and maturity of IRA leaders 
who over time saw their campaign of 
violence increasingly undermined and 
less effective; the electorate meanwhile 
increasingly wanted peace. This creeping 
realisation eventually drew them away 
from violence and into more meaningful 
talks which led to peace. In Spain, the 
removal of older ETA leaders by Spanish-
backed forces meant ever-changing 
younger leaders were less qualified to 
analyse the effects of their actions. They 
appeared to stick more rigidly to using 
violence – even though as the years 
went by their campaigns of violence 
floundered, as so did their wider support 
base. For these and other reasons the 
IRA was able to progress down the road 
to peace, maintaining a strong support 
base in the local community; ETA did not 
succeed on either count. 

There is no doubt the authors 
have a strong depth of knowledge of 
the republican movement in Northern 
Ireland – alluding throughout to 
firsthand anecdotes and quotes from 
actual players within the terrorist 
organisations, and in politics and 
government. This is what at times makes 
the book gripping, particularly once it 
gets to the sections on the last decade 
and the final road to peace. The authors 
do not, however, appear to have the 
same detail or insight on the loyalist 

side or on the IRA campaigns carried out 
contemporaneously in England. The ETA 
section also has great detail and analysis 
though it does not have the same feel of 
being on the inside track as the sections 
on the IRA.  

Divided into two parts, the book’s 
longer section is on the IRA, with a second 
part on ETA, followed by a fascinating 
conclusion which draws together 
similarities and analyses differences. One 
is left with the feeling that it is difficult 
to compare these two longstanding 
conflicts, and even more difficult to state 
definitely that talking to terrorists works 
(although there is clearly a strong case 
made that it does) or is a blueprint for 
obtaining peace. The book does not offer 
many solutions; rather it points out what 
worked and why, exposing how often 
it was the confluence of government, 
personality and timing that dictated 
whether talking brought about success 
or failure.  
This is an unemotional, factual, academic 

study of a specific period in our modern 
history. As a political textbook it works 
well. It does not dwell on the detail of 
the big events and atrocities but puts 
them into a political and social context. 
Its analysis is uncompromising, exposing 
the posturing/pulling-out dynamics of 
politicians and terrorists who would say 
or promise something (sometimes to lure 
the other side into talks) only for those 
promises to evaporate.  

The book also defuses some of the 
myths surrounding ETA and the IRA. It 
details how the violence began and, in 
Northern Ireland in particular, spiralled 
out of control at huge speed. With the 
wisdom of hindsight it explains how lack 
of government interventions at crucial 
moments – such as when local authorities 
failed to deal with social and economic 
inequalities in Northern Ireland – brought 
intractable feelings of injustice in parts of 
the nationalist community, with similar 
problems in northern Spain.  

Finally, it is a narrative of the 
extraordinary metamorphosis of Gerry 
Adams and Martin McGuinness from men 

of violence to positions more redolent 
of pillars of the community. It makes 
no moral judgements but explains how 
the IRA and now Sinn Féin came to be 
where they are today. It ends on a note 
of caution: that despite years of talking 
to terrorists, the currently weakened ETA 
has not made peace; and while Northern 
Ireland does have peace, its communities 
remain divided and still have a long way 
to go on reconciliation. ■

Margaret Gilmore is a Senior Research 
Fellow at RUSI.

Presidential Decisions for 
War:  

Korea, Vietnam, the Persian 
Gulf, and Iraq

Gary R Hess
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009

The buck stops here, President 
Harry Truman said, referring to the 

responsibilities of the chief executive of 
the United States. While a politician can 
always try to shift blame, the occupant 
of the Oval Office has a distinctive 
leadership role. Evasive action is less likely 
to succeed in the eyes of the public. War 
is the heaviest responsibility.

Gary R Hess, Distinguished Research 
Professor of History at Bowling Green 
State University in Ohio, provides a 
retrospective analysis of presidential 
leadership and war, focusing in case-
study manner on major conflicts since the 
Second World War. This second edition 
provides an opportunity to add the Iraq 
War to the Korean, Vietnam and Persian 
Gulf Wars.

The George W Bush administration 
carried out the invasion of Iraq with 
remarkable speed, only to become 
mired in a steadily draining insurgency 
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and the political swamp of working with 
indigenous Iraqi interests to construct 
a stable, functioning democracy. Hess 
is understandably critical of US policy 
missteps but cautious in predicting the 
future. Strengths of the book include 
detailed comparison of the vexing 
American experience in Iraq with insights 
resulting from previous wars.

The description of the enormous 
pressures on President Lyndon Johnson 
just before the massive escalation in 
1965 of the air war over North Vietnam 
and the ground war in South Vietnam is 
particularly gripping. The always fragile 
regime in Saigon was about to collapse, 
the Cold War with China – as well as the 
Soviet Union – was without exaggeration 
at a fever pitch, and Washington 
leadership developed a strong sentiment 
that the public would not tolerate defeat 
in South Vietnam. LBJ’s personality is 
presented with all his enormous restless 
energy, essential lack of disciplined 
focus, and preoccupation with public 
popularity. 

For Johnson’s generation of 
Washington politicians, President Franklin 
D Roosevelt loomed particularly large. FDR 
was especially influential posthumously 
as in life in guiding the fate of LBJ, his 
dedicated protégé. In the preface to 
this Second Edition, Hess quotes fellow 
historian Warren Kimball that Roosevelt 
was a ‘juggler’ and argues the term can 
be applied to Presidents Truman and both 
Bushes as well as Johnson.

Actually, Kimball was using one 
of FDR’s favourite terms for describing 
himself as he addressed shifting 
constellations of leadership and public 
opinion in Britain as well as the US, 
before as well as during the Second 
World War. Roosevelt was a particularly 
gifted politician, but his task was in a 
sense simplified by the enormous stakes, 
nature of the enemy and clear-cut goals 
of that global struggle.

The wars discussed in this book are 
more limited in arenas and stakes. The 
Korean and Persian Gulf Wars were fought 
in response to clear-cut invasions, but all 

four conflicts are essentially regional in 
nature. 

Hess is harsh in evaluating President 
Harry S Truman. While he credits the 
decisiveness of the move initially to 
defend South Korea, he condemns the 
‘blatant disregard of the Constitution’ in 
not seeking Congressional authorisation 
for military action and blames Truman 
for indecisiveness in war management. 
Truman’s resulting unpopularity was a 
result of great frustration with military 
stalemate on the Korean peninsula, and 
contributed directly to his 1952 decision 
to retire from the White House.

Truman deserves better, given 
the great and perhaps irreconcilable 
challenges facing that juggler. He did 
consult with leaders of Congress. As with 
Vietnam later, there was concern that a 
declaration of war might lead China and 
the Soviet Union to intervene directly, 
as the former eventually did. Relying 
on United Nations authorisation greatly 
strengthened that very new organisation. 
General Douglas MacArthur, the initial UN 
commander in Korea, had considerable 
influence in the US.

President George H W Bush is rightly 
praised for effective leadership in 
mobilising UN and congressional support 
for the liberation of Kuwait from Iraq. 
Hess notes the rapid decline in Bush’s 
popularity at home, despite the war 
victory. George H W Bush is indeed a 
puzzling case study. Notable executive 
ability, often lacking in successful 
politicians, was joined with an ultimate 
inability to connect with the public at 
large. A juggler who achieves the White 
House must keep in mind the emotional 
dimension of a very complex job. ■

Arthur I Cyr is Clausen Distinguished 
Professor at Carthage College in Wisconsin 
and author of After the Cold War (NYU 
Press and Palgrave/Macmillan).

Network-Centric Warfare:  
How Navies Learned to 
Fight Smarter Through 

Three World Wars
Norman Friedman

Naval Institute Press, 2009

Having recently submitted an 
editorial to a major professional 

military publication that criticises network 
centric warfare (NCW), it was with some 
trepidation that this reviewer picked 
up Norman Friedman’s new book. The 
subtitle gave me some hope that one 
might not be hopelessly biased against 
what Friedman writes because it binds 
the topic to navies and to the historical 
record. This reviewer’s hopes were 
pleasantly fulfilled. The title belies the 
content and is perhaps intended as an 
educational device to de-mythologise the 
term ‘network centric warfare’. Friedman, 
an ubiquitous historian of technological 
and design histories of weapons systems 
and ships, gives the reader curious 
about NCW a compelling new history of 
something else entirely – what he calls 
‘picture centric warfare’.   

Friedman has done something 
important here: he tells us where picture 
centric warfare came from, what it is, 
and, more importantly what it is not – 
some ‘abstract and arcane’ theory of war. 
Friedman’s book is first and foremost a 
history of the topic of command, control, 
and communications (C3) in the modern 
naval era – in this case a history of 
modern naval C3 at the operational and 
strategic levels of war and peace. As such, 
it provides a wonderful description of 
the history of information management 
solutions by modern navies in the 

twentieth century. 
Friedman starts with the naval 

revolution begun by Sir John ‘Jacky’ 
Fischer, two-time First Sea Lord of the 
British Navy. The story opens with 
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the intersection of near-real time 
communications with the new self-
propelled technology of steam-driven 
warships. This information allowed ships 
to sortie based on a picture built primarily 
using the new telegraph and wireless 
telegraphy and radio technologies at the 
turn of the century. In telling this story, 
we thus learn from Friedman that it was 
the British who led the way in establishing 
the first large-area ocean surveillance 
systems to support imperial strategies 
across the spectrum of conflict from 
peace to the unprecedented industrial 
violence of the Great War. From then 
on, the story is mostly one of adding 
technology to a two-tier approach to war 
at sea. The first tier, already discussed, 
is that of wide, even global, maritime 
surveillance. The second, and inferior, 
tier is that of the tactical tracking and 
targeting environment, which in the case 
of modern naval warfare can encompass 
literally thousands of miles of ocean 
– even more if we add intercontinental 
ballistic missiles.

However, the title of the book poses 
special problems precisely because of 
the muddied waters surrounding the 
acronym NCW. It seems that the concept 
represented by NCW has fallen prey to 
what Carl von Clausewitz characterised 
as ‘jargon, which … bears only a faint 
resemblance to well defined, specific 
concepts’. The folks who might learn the 
most from this book, especially junior and 
mid-grade officers across the services, 
may give it a pass because of the ‘bad 
name’ NCW has acquired. This was a 
result of the advocacy for the concept 
as a broader ‘theory’ of warfare by US 
Navy admirals and, more poignantly, 
former secretary of defense Donald 
Rumsfeld. On the other hand, those 
with misguided notions of NCW may 
well purchase the book; but will they 
understand that it is really a critique of 
what passes for NCW today? Will they 
realise that the evolution of the original 
concept, as outlined by Friedman, is 
instead a unique operational approach to 

information management in the maritime 
environment, developed in response to 
specific military problems generated 
during three very different extended 
military conflicts/confrontations?  

Maritime conflict and strategy are 
different than those associated with 
land power. This book goes a long way 
toward explaining the distinction, as 
well as illuminating the role technology 
has come to play in how modern navies 
(and merchant fleets for that matter) do 
business. In the course of the discussion 
it is clear that one of Friedman’s purposes 
in writing the book is cautionary. To that 
end he closes his book with a sobering 
account of the B-2 bombing of the 
Chinese Embassy in Belgrade in 1999 
– a tactical delivery of ordinance against 
a target that had unintended, and 
unfortunate, strategic consequences. 
Friedman provides his readers with 
a clear understanding of what naval 
picture centric warfare is, its strengths 
and weakness. In doing so, he perhaps 
deters the credulous would-be innovator 
from directly translating something that 
works in the maritime environment to 
the much more complicated environment 
of conflict on land. Accordingly, always 
hoping for the best, one recommends this 
book primarily to military and defence 
professionals of all stripes so that the 
important ideas in it have some hope of 
a gaining a proper hearing. Well done, 
Professor Friedman. ■

Dr John T Kuehn is an Associate Professor 
of Military History at the US Army 
Command and General Staff College, Fort 
Leavenworth, Kansas.  He is also a retired 
commander in the US Navy with over 
twenty-three years of active service.  

Operation Snakebite: 
The Explosive True Story of 

an Afghan Desert Siege
Stephen Grey

Viking, 2009

A cknowledging the old adage, ‘don’t 
judge a book by its cover’, Operation 

Snakebite: The Explosive True Story of an 
Afghan Desert Siege is not quite what it 
would seem. Stephen Grey’s account of 
the battle for Musa Qala, Afghanistan 
in 2007 is a book whose title is easily 
lost amongst the more testosterone-
laced, ex-squaddie-penned depictions 
of turning large amounts of ammunition 
into empty brass cases in either east or 
west ‘Iraqistan’. 

With a title more suited to Andy 
McNab’s usual offerings, Operation 
Snakebite is nothing of the sort; and while 
there are explosions described, it is not 
particularly explosive in the James Bond 
sense of the word. However, and perhaps 
surprisingly, neither is it explosive in the 
journalistic sense.

Telling the story of the taking of Musa 
Qala in 2007 by 52 Brigade (commanded 
by Brigadier Andrew Mckay), the book 
draws on more than 200 interviews of 
those involved. The author’s access is very 
impressive, covering all parties; British and 
American militaries, NATO commanders, 
President Karzai and the various levels of 
Afghani ‘politicians’, diplomats, Taliban 
and the negotiators in between. At the 
same time, the narrative also glides 
from soldier on the ground to general in 
command with both ease and fluidity. This 
creates a good overview for the layman 
of what it is like in the military, where the 
purpose of one’s mission on the ground 
may not be apparent but nonetheless is 
of vital importance in the greater scheme 
of things – and equally where great 
strategies depend entirely on the actions 
of the men at the ‘sharp end’. 
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In this way, reading Operation 
Snakebite is like watching A Bridge Too 
Far or The Longest Day – it is an ensemble 
cast which tries to encapsulate the bigger 
picture of a single operation, itself in a 
much larger strategic context. 

Bringing this all together is the 
author Stephen Grey, an award-winning 
investigative reporter with the Sunday 
Times whose journalistic writing talents 
can be seen throughout the book – 
indeed, Snakebite reads in some ways 
like a protracted article in a Sunday 
newspaper’s magazine. It is well written 
and easy to follow with complicated 
events, like battles, digested and 
explained simply and clearly so that the 
reader can follow and understand; the 
most fundamental and difficult task for 
any writer endeavouring to write about 
actual events in war. 

However while this approach makes 
the book easily readable, it also delivers a 
fairly fast-paced overview of the operations 
to take Musa Qala, and therefore there is 
little insight into the greater complexities 
of counter-insurgency, military operations 
or indeed the Afghan question itself. 
At its worst, the reader has no time to 
get to know any of the characters, or 
consequently feel much of an impact 
when they die. But while there is no 
emotional attachment, the opportunity 
is not lost in making the eternally tragic 
point of all wars; that decisions from high 
above have gritty consequences for young 
men on the ground. 

This rather ‘once over lightly’ 
approach is both the problem with and 
success of the book; it is neither insightful, 
but nor is it dense. It covers an enormous 
spectrum of characters and levels of 
planning, but it connects with none of the 
people, nor makes the reader care if the 
operation itself is successful or not. The 
reader is left as an ambivalent spectator 
to what could be a more engaging read. 
This is an intelligent book, but it is not an 
insightful history like those often offered 
by Antony Beevor or Max Hastings. Nor is 
it a book brimming with action and gritty 
battles. Aficionados of that type of book 
will find the chapters of meetings and 
discussions between President Karzai and 
the British ambassador slow. 

Instead, Operation Snakebite sits 
somewhere in between. It is a fairly light 

(but interesting) and well written book by 
an intelligent and sensitive author. This 
reviewer looks forward to Stephen Grey’s 
next book on a similar subject where one 
hopes his analytical mind will be able 
to provide greater depth in a growing 
experience of war, its mechanics and its 
consequences. ■

Amyas Godfrey is an Associate Fellow of 
RUSI.

Never Surrender:  
Lost Voices of a Generation 

at War
Robert Kershaw

Hodder & Stoughton, 2009

A s we move further away from the 
two World Wars, it seems that 

there is an increasing desire to share 
vicariously in the experience of those 
who went through the conflicts. One of 
the publishing successes in recent years 
has been books that have drawn on oral 
sources, letters, diaries and memories, 
published and unpublished, to give a 
‘worm’s eye’ view of military history. From 
the historian’s point of view, these vary 
widely in their validity and usefulness. 
Some are little more than collections 
of anecdotes strung together, bereft of 
context or analysis. Others are much 
more ambitious, embedding material 
reflecting the ordinary soldier/sailor/
airman/civilian into a narrative, using it as 
evidence to build up a picture of everyday 
life in conflict.

Robert Kershaw’s Never Surrender 
is firmly in the latter camp. He modestly 
states that it ‘is not a social history of 
the Second World War, nor is it a story 
of battles and campaigns. It is a selection 
of vignettes designed to illustrate the 
experience of war.’ He undersells the 

book. Kershaw is a skilled writer and 
a good historian: his It Never Snows in 
September was a landmark examination 
of Operation Market Garden in 1944 from 
the German perspective. His new book is 
very readable, based on fascinating and 
often moving personal testimony that 
illuminates such topics as RAF Bomber 
Command, D-Day, the Battle of the 
Atlantic, the Battle of Britain and fighting 
in jungle and desert conditions. While 
Never Surrender does not break any 
new ground, Kershaw’s skilful use of the 
material, allied to considerable insight 
into the nature of combat and extensive 
knowledge of the Second World War, has 
resulted in a book that is greatly superior 
to many others of the genre. It deserves a 
wide readership, and specialist historians 
will benefit from reading it.

That having been said, a couple 
of things about the book grated on 
this reviewer. First and foremost is the 
subtitle: Lost Voices of a Generation at 
War. This implies that the material is 
taken from obscure participants in the 
Second World War. There are indeed a 
number of anecdotes and quotes taken 
from such sources; Kershaw’s own father 
(a British soldier who landed on D-
Day and met his future wife, Kershaw’s 
mother, in the ruins of the Reich) among 
them. However, in the first few pages 
of the book Kershaw quotes, amongst 
others, the prime minister at the outbreak 
of war, Neville Chamberlain; Nella Last, 
a Barrow-in-Furness housewife whose 
diaries have been published and formed 
the basis for an acclaimed television 
drama-documentary starring Victoria 
Wood; and Jock Colville, assistant private 
secretary to three prime ministers, whose 
published diaries are a standard source 
for historians of No 10 Downing Street in 
wartime. To describe any of these as ‘lost 
voices’ is plainly ludicrous.

Neither does this review agree 
with Kershaw’s contention that ‘Now is 
our last chance to hear this generation’s 
voice before it is gone forever’. Given that 
so many of the ‘voices’ are taken from 
published sources, Kershaw’s comment is 
strange. In any case, if they prove as long-
lived as their predecessors of the First 
World War, Second World War veterans 
will be around for at least another twenty 
years. A final gripe is the use of the phrase 
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‘ordinary heroes’ on the dust jacket. 
This has become a synonym for ‘combat 
veteran’ or even ‘ex-serviceman’ in recent 
years. The men who have fought in war 
that this reviewer has spoken to over the 
years are quick to disclaim the title of 
hero. It usually embarrasses them. They 
may well have been heroic, but that is 
not how they see themselves. Kershaw’s 
final chapter is a realistic and downbeat 
assessment of the impact of the Second 
World War on individuals, completely 
at odds with the casual use of the word 
‘hero’, which makes one think that this is 
a thoughtless addition by an editor, rather 
than intended by the author.

The British look back on the years 
1939 to 1945 with affection, as the 
nation’s ‘finest hour’.  Kershaw’s title 
may recall Churchill’s rhetoric, but Never 
Surrender is a very necessary correction 
to some of the more nostalgic and gung 
ho books on Britain in the Second World 
War. It evokes the brutal reality of total 
war in an effective and chilling way. 
Taken as a whole, the British experience 
was not as grim as that of the Poles or 
the Germans, but it was bad enough. At 
the end of the war all Peter Wild’s school 
friends were dead. ‘I counted on my 
school memorial 98 people of my own 
age who were killed during the war. They 
were just the right age, you see’. ■

Gary Sheffield is Professor of War Studies 
at the University of Birmingham.

Secrecy and the Media: 
The Official History of the 

United Kingdom’s D-Notice 
System

Nicholas Wilkinson
Routledge, 2009

This reviewer’s dictionary defines 
a block-buster as a ‘huge bomb’ 

capable of destroying a whole block of 
buildings. Nicholas Wilkinson’s work is 
a huge book capable of destroying very 
many misconceptions about the British 
approach to national security and the 
media. It runs to over 600 pages, covers 
developments over a period of more 
than 100 years and, despite being most 
carefully and precisely written, remains 
eminently readable. The author also 
allows us glimpses of the nicest kind of 
English dry wit. Yes, even on the subject 
of the media and security, there are some 
good chuckles.

As early as the Boer War, a junior 
minister in the War Office minuted his 
view that the press would be inclined to 
accept some sort of self-regulation, aided 
by expert advice. Good thinking! But at 
first, not all newspaper proprietors and 
editors were happy, and the history of 
the genesis of the D-Notice system is a 
tortuous one. Some could see clearly 
what was required and would agree 
with Winston Churchill, who expressed 
the view that the ‘apparent caress’ of 
a voluntary system would prove more 
effective than the ‘clumsy club’ of 
statutory control. He was clearly right, 
and so an arrangement to regulate the 
UK media’s publication of British national 
security secrets – the infant D-Notice 
system – was born. Incidentally, this 
Journal’s readers will be pleased, but not 
surprised, to learn that both the RUSI 
Secretary and the Journal Editor were 
consulted.

Even after their experiences in the 
Boer War, neither the Admiralty nor the 
War Office were well prepared for the 
First World War and, in the early stages, 
there was a great deal of ‘running to 
catch up’. Some sharp lessons were 
learnt in the aftermath of the Battle of 
Jutland. The Admiralty’s dissemination of 
information was slow, partial and much 
less full than that of the Germans, who as 
a consequence were able to present the 
battle as a victory. Unhappily it became 
clear that many civil servants and military 
officers still considered themselves bound 
by tradition and training to maintain an 
attitude of austere Victorian aloofness 
towards the press and the public. 

From this brusque baptism of fire in 
the First World War, the Admiralty, War 
Office and Press Committee emerged as 

the bodies charged with bringing together 
the many and varied interests concerned 
with the secrecy of information, the limits 
of censorship, the avoidance (if at all 
possible) of litigation, and the founding of 
the voluntary D-Notice machinery for the 
promulgation of warnings about sensitive 
matters. It was accepted as such by the 
press, government officials and ministers. 
Amazingly, it is still – uniquely in the world 
– able to operate on a voluntary basis. 

In the inter-war period, the D-Notice 
Committee drifted quietly along, taking 
few major steps but dealing, as necessary, 
with the problems of the day – the Irish 
dimension, secret communications, 
internal security and censorship and, 
above all, new equipment, especially 
aircraft. Those concerned to maintain 
the intellectual purity of the system quite 
frequently had to fight off attempts to use 
D-Notices; for example, to ban discussion 
of subjects which, while potentially 
politically embarrassing, were not matters 
of national security.

And so to the Second World War 
when, although formally suspended, the 
D-Notice principles and nomenclature 
continued to be used. One of the most 
fascinating examples of the successful 
protection of vital information and 
processes was the complete secrecy 
over the work of Bletchley Park and the 
cracking of Enigma, a secret which was 
carefully guarded until many years after 
the end of hostilities. A safe judgement 
would be that, throughout the Second 
World War, our nation’s most critical 
secrets were guarded by an almost 
universally responsible and helpful press. 
Very little recourse to the sledge hammer 
of legal censorship was required.

The years after the Second World 
War – the early years of the Cold War 
– could best be characterised as the 
years of the spy and of atomic weapons. 
Fuchs, Burgess, Maclean, Blake, Vassall 
and more were caught and it was clear 
that the D-Notice system needed to be 
retained, refined and upgraded. A further 
test came during the Falklands War in 
1982. The D-Notice system was under-
used, mistakes were made on both official 
and press sides and, as usual, this caused 
a certain amount of post-operation back 
biting. For the next ten years, officials and 
media men were to be found tweaking 
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the system, leading eventually to the 
publication of the now standing D-Notices 
and even, in 2000, to the introduction of 
a modern website. The system is now 
probably better than it has ever been, but 
this does not prevent disagreements and 
problems arising when put to the test. 

The fact remains that in general 
the D-Notice system has stood the test 
of time. It has worked ‘well’ to ‘very 
well’, has been carefully protected from 
those who would wish to use it for the 
avoidance of political embarrassment 
rather than the preservation of national 
security and remains a uniquely British 
solution to an enduring problem. It is 
unfortunate that, for constitutional 
reasons, the most recent twelve years 
cannot be covered in the book until a 
paperback edition is published after a 
change of administration. It would be 
fascinating to see how the workings of 
the D-Notice system are affected by the 
Freedom of Information Act. 

Lastly, there is the role of the 
Secretary of the D-Notice Committee. 
Since 1945 this post has been filled by a 
retired service officer. Starting with Rear 
Admiral Sir George Thomson’s remarkable 
tenure of eighteen years, all but one of 
the eight permanent holders of the post 
up until 2004 were retired naval or Royal 
Marines officers. The post of secretary 
is no sinecure. The effectiveness of the 
whole system depends on his personal 
contacts with editors and journalists, with 
civil servants and senior military officers, 
and on his tact, persuasiveness and 
integrity. He must trust and be trusted. 

Rear Admiral Wilkinson, in the 
secretary’s chair from 1999 to 2004, 
was well qualified to write this history of 
the organisation. The book is exhaustive 
(but not exhausting), thorough and well 
balanced. The author’s pleasant turn of 
phrase and nice command of language 
ensure an enjoyable read. Some will find 
special interest in particular sections or 
aspects of the history; others will enjoy 
the book as a whole (in a comfortable 
chair before a good fire). ■

Sir Julian Oswald is a former First Sea 
Lord and a Vice-President of RUSI.

The British Naval Staff in the 
First World War

Nicholas Black
The Boydell Press, 2009

The Admiralty War Staff and the 
later Naval Staff were far better 

than their reputation would suggest. Dr 
Black’s thorough and painstaking use of 
a combination of Admiralty telephone 
directories and officer files proves the 
average high level of relevant command 
experience of the staff officers. In contrast 
to the position adopted by Professor 
Marder in the 1960s, Black demonstrates 
that the staff did not comprise a 
combination of pensioners and invalids. 
The typical staff officer was a young 
captain or commander that had proved 
himself in command. The book gives a 
balanced and fully credible narrative of 
the growth and learning process of the 
organisation very much in the same way 
as Dan Todman and Andy Simpson have 
done in relation to the Western Front 
General Headquarters and Army Corps 
Headquarters level. 

Having demolished what he sees as 
the deliberate, malicious myths of the 
critical ‘Young Turks’ Richmond, Dewar 
and Kenworthy, whose version Marder 
adopted, Black moves on to rewrite 
important parts of the naval history of the 
Great War. He describes convincingly how 
the War Staff developed key elements of 
a naval plan for a war against Germany 
during 1913: the distant blockade placed 
in the Channel and northern North Sea 
backed by the concentrated, increasingly 
homogenous Dreadnought main battle 
fleet based in Scotland. He underlines 
that the main weakness of the plan was 
that it had not been co-ordinated with 
the Foreign Office, which was anxious 
not to alienate neutral opinion, led by 
the US. 

The book reinforces the well 
established picture of the harmful 
immaturity of the young Churchill as 
First Lord of the Admiralty. The way he 
ignored formal and responsible staff 
advice not only led to the Dardanelles and 
Gallipoli failures, it also undermined the 
consolidation of the staff and especially 
of the operational planning role of the 
Operations Division that had developed 
the outline war plan. Thereafter, the 
staff focused fully on improving the 
effectiveness of two main parts of the 
war plan: the trade war and operational 
level preparations for the destruction of 
the High Seas fleet in the North Sea. The 
author argues persuasively that the direct 
effect of Jutland was to make both Jellicoe 
and the Admiralty even more cautious 
than before the battle. This was sensible 
as the limited number of survivors from 
the three lost battle cruisers made it 
impossible to know, with certainty, why 
those ships blew up. Black argues that 
the main improvement of the staff took 
place on Jellicoe’s initiative during his first 
half year as First Sea Lord in 1917. He 
posted a very significant number of his 
proven specialists from the Grand Fleet 
to London. By contrast, First Lord Sir Eric 
Geddes merely added a large number of 
civilian specialists to the staff during his 
time in post. 

Black describes how the strong and 
rather ideologically based resistance to 
convoying had been undermined by the 
navy’s own experience with clear and 
positive results from convoying the coal 
trade with France and the Scandinavian 
Convoys to and from Western Norway 
before Lloyd George involved himself 
directly. He adds new insight into 
how potentially serious the Admiralty 
considered the late March 1918 German 
offensive to be: it secretly prepared for 
the demolition of the French north coast 
ports as far west as Cherbourg.

However, in his determination 
to discredit Richmond, Dewar and 
Kenworthy, who created the original 
unfair and inaccurate picture of the staff, 
Black ends up in the opposite ditch. It is 
probably no coincidence that Richmond 
was posted by Battenberg as Ballard’s 
deputy in the Operations Division in 
early 1913 for the final phase of the 
war strategy development. It is most 
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likely not completely irrelevant that the 
recommendations of Dewar’s 1912 RUSI 
prize essay anticipated the war plan that 
was adopted the following year. Both 
Richmond and Dewar, his first disciple, 
were respected naval intellectuals before 
the war, even if they were disliked for 
their arrogance with tongue and pen. It is 
essential to distinguish between their role 
up until 1915 and their participation in the 
spring 1917 press and lobbying campaign 
against Jellicoe’s leadership. However, 
even after this effort they were useful, 
as long they were kept subordinated to 
’sound’ types like Dudley Pound, Cyril 
Fuller and Sydney Fremantle. 

Richmond and Dewar’s record 
of contributions may be the reason 
why Black concentrates his fire on 
Kenworthy, a late and junior addition to 
Richmond’s circle. This eccentric officer 
of limited leadership potential was only 
accepted for a temporary posting to the 
naval staff project on employment of 
minefields against submarines following 
a personal memo on that subject. His 
observation that two other officers in 
the new planning section were on similar 
temporary postings is seen by Black to be 
contradicted by the fact that the others 
stayed on after he had left. However, 
in the meantime the ad hoc project 
organisation had been consolidated into 
a plans department that absorbed the 
other officers. That Kenworthy was the 
one to leave was logical. His experience 
and character did not match those of the 
others or Black’s profile of an average 
staff officer. 

Black also ignores the part of 
Dewar’s and Richmond’s critical attitude 
to their fellow naval officers that was 
focused on the limited ability to think 
and act independently, what we would 
call ‘outside the box’. This was the 
legacy of the unsound officer training 
and extremely authoritarian leadership 
style of the time. Those who could 
still innovate did so within the narrow 
confines of technology and low tactics, a 
legacy of the first Fisher era criticised by 
the reformers. All the examples Black lists 
in order to counter Dewar and Richmond 
actually prove their point. The basic 
conceptual innovative thinking that the 
original War Course was meant to further 
was missing among the staff officers. Thus 

the ability and inclination to think that 
could flourish in strategic and operational 
planning in the Admiralty was absent.

Even when the staff grew, Black’s 
description makes clear that until 
mid-1917, it was basically a very large 
assembly of specialist elements collecting 
information for technical processing or 
presentation to the current operations 
situation plot. Everything went via Chief 
of Staff Admiral Sir Henry Oliver’s personal 
staff to the First Sea Lord. The author 
actually acknowledges the problem when 
he writes of the April 1917 reforms that 
‘before such officers had often tended to 
be little more than secretaries’. This state 
of affairs had actually been the core of 
the Richmond-Dewar criticism of the 
Admiralty.

Nicholas Black has made a very 
important contribution to a necessary 
task of rewriting the naval history of 
the 1914-18 war, essential to bring it 
into line with the updated history of the 
Western Front. Until now, only the Battle 
of Jutland and the first half year of the 
naval war have received a satisfactory 
level of attention. ■

Michael H Clemmesen, Brigadier General 
(ret) is Senior Research Fellow at the 
Centre for Military History of the Royal 
Danish Defence College.

Lost Battles:  
Reconstructing the Great 

Clashes of the Ancient 
World

Philip Sabin
Hambledon Continuum, 2009

The reconstruction of ancient battles 
is a specialist sport, and Philip 

Sabin is a professional, having spent 
fifteen years creating and then refining a 
model, in connection with the Society of 
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Ancients and his MA students at King’s 
College London. The core of the project 
is a generic model of ancient battle which 
can then be applied as a tool to analyse 
the specific events of particular battles. 
The approach is explicitly focused on the 
possible decisions of the commanders, 
with the objective of gaining a better 
understanding of the tactical intentions 
and options which contributed to a 
particular result. Thus the book presents 
itself as having a scholarly purpose by 
providing academics with an additional 
tool to squeeze conclusions from the 
invariably incomplete evidence. At 
the same time the model is intended 
to allow enthusiasts to ‘play’ the 
ancient encounter, without regard to 
the historical outcome, on the basis of 
calibrated information on the forces 
and commanders involved on each side, 
which are accorded appropriate fighting 
values, and through a sequence of up to 
ten turns of the dice. There is also the 
possibility of a deluxe board game.

Sabin accepts that  ‘traditionalist’ 
academics may well despise his approach, 
on the basis that such a populist pursuit 
as conflict simulation cannot conceivably 
contribute to professional discussions. 
There are, however, few academics who 
would fit the extreme characterisation of 
traditionalist used here, namely people 
who insist on relying solely on the 
ancient sources, since the overwhelming 
majority of serious studies of ancient 
battles over the past generation have 
encompassed close attention to issues 
of geography and topography, and some 
have also considered factors such as 
combat capability and the mechanics of 
battle. This reviewer suspects that Sabin 
is correct in envisaging that his approach 
will not have a substantial impact on 
scholarly debate, but would suggest that 
the cause is more likely to be concern 
about the fluidity of Sabin’s model than 
rigid adherence to a previous system. 

To put the operational problem at its 
crudest, Sabin’s model is best suited to 
the simulation of those ancient conflicts 
about which we have most information: if 
we know enough about the composition 
of the opposed armies, and have some 
idea about the shape and progress of 
the battle, then the model can be taken 
through its various turns to achieve the 
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appropriate outcome. Cannae, which is 
used as the case study to demonstrate 
the working of the model, is a good 
example: once fighting values have been 
assigned, the sequence of the historical 
battle can be maintained, provided that 
the product of the dice in each turn is not 
left to chance. 

By contrast, where our evidence is 
less comprehensive, the ‘unmanageable 
complexity of the real armies and the real 
battlefields’ leaves so many variables to be 
decided that the progress of the simulation 
is almost circuitous: because particular 
troops, or a commander, secured a certain 
result, they clearly deserve a certain 
fighting value, while in the simulation the 
fighting value accorded then permits them 
to achieve what they are expected to do 
historically. For example, with regard to 
Leuctra, Sabin admits that the conflict ‘is 
simulated only in a fairly abstract fashion’.  
Although this reviewer agrees with him 
about the number of Spartan troops 
involved, as well as the high quality of the 
non-Spartiate perioeci who were then 
brigaded with the Spartiates, supporters 
of alternative numbers could adjust the 
quality level of the non-Spartiates; or 
the impact of the alleged drunkenness of 
some Spartan troops (surely in fact part 

of Xenophon’s apology for the surprise 
Spartan disaster) and the confusion 
caused by the flight of the Spartan cavalry; 
or the effect of the inspiration of Pelopidas 
and Epaminondas as Theban leaders, to 
achieve the same result. 

Often the alleged ‘lessons’ from 
the operation of the model are to cast 
doubt on ‘extreme’ reconstructions – as 
for example with the Hyphasis – or to 
confirm scepticism about the enormous 
numbers recorded for ‘enemy’ armies in 
many sources, for example with regard 
to Marathon or Issus. The model does 
not resolve the question of the Persian 
cavalry at Marathon, and Sabin does not 
in fact consider the logistical issue of the 
sailing time from Marathon round Sunium 
to Phaleron, which indicates strongly that 
some Persian troops were already on 
their ships before the battle.

One suspects that some students, 
and academics even, will play around with 
the model to see what emerges, but that 
they will be very cautious about placing 
any weight on conclusions. The results 
are scarcely more objective than the 
personal hunches criticised in the cover 
blurb. With regard to the wider market 
for the model/game,  here there may be 
an issue with the intricacy of the rules: 

there is a bind, that while the rules need 
to be flexible and detailed enough to have 
a chance of reflecting historical events, 
this level of adaptability may be too 
much for users. An experiment with two 
teenage sons, who have some interest in 
such matters, quickly led to debate about 
the application of bonuses, for example, 
and then frustration. But it is unwise to 
underestimate the commitment of the 
full aficionados of military gaming, and 
Sabin’s experience of using his game 
version with real enthusiasts is stronger 
evidence than this unrepresentative 
sample. 

What is certain, though, is that 
if this approach does lead to new 
groups becoming more interested in 
the mechanics of ancient conflict and 
closer engagement with the underlying 
academic material, then it is of benefit to 
our discipline as a whole –  and should 
be credited to Sabin’s score on the 
increasingly important scale of impact. ■
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