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PREFACE

Rarely has a life been riddled with so many perplexing conundrums as that of Lord Trenchard. Overbearing, tactless, obstinate to the point of insubordination, impatient with all orders except his own, he lacked almost all the social and diplomatic skills required to aspire to high office in the military, yet he rose to the highest rank in the Royal Air Force.

His education was a disaster, not helped by his father being declared bankrupt when he was 16 – the shame of which would haunt him for the rest of his life. He was virtually unable to spell and flunked the entrance exams to both the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth and the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst. He then failed, three times, to get into the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich. He was finally accepted into the militia – the unpromising ‘back door’ to a career in the army.

He served first in India, where he did little but play polo, then South Africa, where he was seriously wounded in a Boer ambush. He recovered, returned to South Africa, then spent seven years in the ‘white man’s graveyard’ – seconded to the West African Frontier Force.

At the age of 39 he was a relatively unknown major in an infantry regiment, disillusioned with his life and with very little prospect of further promotion, having twice failed the examination for the Staff College. By the age of 45 he was a general and Chief of the Air Staff, working with Churchill to set up the world’s first independent air force.

He owed his meteoric rise to his decision to learn to fly – not because of any passion for flight, but because it offered an escape from the dreary ennui of peacetime soldiering at home. It was at the Central Flying School that he acquired the nickname that would endure for his lifetime – ‘Boom’, from his powerful voice that could be heard

across an aerodrome above the noise of the engines. In fact he turned out to be an indifferent pilot, but he was among the first to recognise that the frail contraptions of wood, wire and fabric puttering about the sky on the Western Front would change the game for ever, that warfare was entering a new and very different age. Although he occasionally expressed regret that aeroplanes had ever been invented, he became the foremost proponent of strategic bombing as a means of winning wars.

Apart from a chronic inability to remember names, of people and places, he suffered from a handicap that would have fatally blighted most military careers – he was famously inarticulate. He would often begin a speech by explaining he was ‘not good with words’. It was not unusual for subordinates to gather outside Trenchard’s office after a briefing to try and figure out precisely what it was he wanted them to do. Yet he was the driving force in successfully establishing the Royal Air Force as a separate service in the face of savage and persistent opposition from the Royal Navy and the army, both of whom wanted to control their own air services.

He was also able to inspire unwavering loyalty. Many of those who worked closely with him would unhesitantly claim he was not just the greatest man they had ever met, but one of the greatest leaders of the twentieth century. Yet being the combative character he was, it was inevitable he would make enemies. One acidly contended his loud voice compensated for a ‘permanently vacant mind’; another asserted in a book that he was a strange, quarrelsome man ‘possessed of a hypnotic ability over his protégés similar to those of the Persian magi’. Had he been alive when the book was published he would probably have laughed; anyone less like a Persian magus would be hard to imagine.

He eschewed the social trappings of a service career, avoiding the balls and parties and raucous mess nights and was lonely for much of his life. When he was 45 he confessed that he had never become close enough to anyone to address them by a nickname. His best friend was Maurice Baring, the man who was his ADC when he was commander of the Royal Flying Corps in France. Baring and Trenchard had nothing in common, physically or intellectually. Baring was short, Trenchard was tall. Baring was an aesthete, a poet and an intellectual, fluent in seven languages. Trenchard hardly read a book until he was

in his twenties and boasted he could only speak two languages – English and louder English.

Trenchard’s other close male friend was equally surprising. He met T.E. Lawrence – ‘Lawrence of Arabia’ – in 1921 and later broke all the rules by allowing him to enlist in the RAF as an aircraftsman. Trenchard was not quite old enough to be Lawrence’s father, but he nevertheless came to treat him like a wayward son he was happy to indulge; Lawrence, on his part, positively hero-worshipped Trenchard. The affection and respect each felt for the other are evident in the frequent letters they exchanged over a ten year period – a uniquely warm correspondence between a man in the highest rank in a service and a man in the lowest. The original manuscript of Lawrence’s book about life in the ranks of the RAF, The Mint, contained so many laudatory references to his hero that an embarrassed Trenchard insisted most were deleted.

His austere and domineering demeanour led people to assume he was humourless. It was true he could rarely see the point of a joke but he was not without a sense of humour. On one famous occasion, on an infrequent night out with friends, he was invited onto the stage at the Savoy Theatre by an Italian showman whose act comprised picking pockets. Trenchard was determined to protect his wallet and his watch and was unaware the Italian was unfastening his braces. As he went to leave the stage his trousers fell about his ankles. The group he was with was terrified he would explode in a fury, but he roared with laughter, along with the audience.

Until he was approaching middle age Trenchard showed no interest in the opposite sex or in domestic life. He was assumed to be an archetypal bachelor firmly wedded to the military. Then, to the surprise of everyone, possibly including Trenchard himself, he fell in love. He proposed marriage to a war widow friend and was promptly turned down. He believed initially, and incorrectly, that her refusal was connected with his father’s bankruptcy – that she did not want to be associated with a family thus stigmatised. It was not in Trenchard’s character to accept rejection. He pressed his suit and on the third time of asking she accepted.

Thereafter the towering, impatient figure whose voice echoed along the corridors of the Air Ministry and terrified junior officers, who was in the habit of pressing all the bells on his desk at once to

summon subordinates, was transformed, at least in private, into a loving husband, devoted stepfather and father, and genial host. Colleagues who visited him at home could barely believe he was the same man.

Trenchard’s friends and supporters argue that his permanent legacy was the creation of the first and the finest air force in the world, engendered with the spirit that won the Battle of Britain. His insistence on a policy of relentless aggression in the air in the First World War and his fervent advocacy of strategic bombing led many people to believe he was indifferent to casualties and the suffering of civilians. The truth was very different. In 1940 he suggested that Germany should be given 72 hours’ notice of bombing raids so that women and children could be evacuated. The proposal was turned down.

Trenchard is still commemorated by name in every RAF station around the world and his statue stands in Whitehall. And yet – the final conundrum – he remains probably the least known of Britain’s war heroes.
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A MIRACLE CURE?

Anyone observing the young army officer struggling down the gangplank from the troopship SS Assaye, newly arrived in Southampton from Cape Town, on a cold, wet day in early December 1900, would have had no doubt that his military career was finished. Tall, suntanned, with a clipped toothbrush moustache, deep-set blue eyes and a tangle of unruly black hair, he wore the uniform of a captain in the Royal Scots Fusiliers, but it was clear, as he dragged one leg behind the other, that he could only walk with difficulty even with the help of two sticks. Some might have said he was one of the luckier ones: the ship was bringing casualties home from the bloody war in South Africa, many grievously wounded. Twenty-seven-year-old Hugh Trenchard had been shot through the chest in a Boer ambush; he had been lucky to survive and be left with only one fully functioning lung, but the bullet had also damaged his spine, causing him to be semi-paralysed from the waist down.

Trenchard’s parents were waiting on the quayside to greet him and were visibly shocked by his condition. Henry and Georgiana Trenchard had not seen their son for four years and were undoubtedly pleased to have him home safe from the war, even in his wretched state, although he was not able to spend long with them: he had been ordered to report to a nursing home in Mayfair being run for the British Red Cross by Georgina, the Countess of Dudley.

Georgina Ward was a vivacious socialite, a noted beauty in the Victorian era and a favourite of the notoriously louche Prince of Wales. After the death of her husband, William Ward, the Earl of Dudley, in 1885 she had devoted herself to philanthropy and good causes, in particular the Red Cross, which was working alongside army units to care for the sick and wounded both in South Africa and at home. Like many wealthy people anxious to make a contribution to the war effort,

she had turned her large house in Mayfair into a temporary convalescent home for wounded officers.

Shortly after Trenchard arrived he received a note from Lady Dudley promising him that no effort or expense would be spared to ensure his recovery. Trenchard was a notably austere young man, not well versed in the social graces, but even by his standards his reply was lacking in grace: he was not, he frostily pointed out to the lady, in the habit of accepting charity from strangers. In his defence, he was deeply depressed. His career – the only career he had ever known or wanted – was surely at an end. He had no idea what he might do next, or how he might live. His family circumstances added to his distress: his father, a solicitor, had not worked since being declared bankrupt a decade earlier and his mother, despite being increasingly crippled by arthritis, had been obliged to employ her skills as a dressmaker to make ends meet. All their property in Somerset had gone and they were reduced to living in a cheap boarding house in Portsmouth.

Accustomed to dealing with officers struggling to cope with life-changing disabilities, the Countess chose to ignore his rudeness. She called on him the next day, made no mention of his letter, pointed out that four of her six sons were in uniform serving in South Africa and said that their treatment, under similar circumstances, would be no different from his. She said she had arranged for her carriage to take him to see a specialist, Sir Richard Douglas Powell, the following morning. Trenchard, somewhat abashed, felt he had no choice but to agree.

Sir Richard Douglas Powell was Physician-Extraordinary to Queen Victoria and a consultant at the Middlesex Hospital. A tall, spare man with stern, immobile features, he was one of the most respected doctors in the country. He gave Trenchard a thorough examination and then delivered his gloomy diagnosis. He said he was more concerned about Trenchard’s injured lung than he was by his partial paralysis. In order for his lung to recover, it was essential that Trenchard should go to Switzerland, where the mountain air would facilitate the healing process. Sir Richard said he could hold out little hope for him if his advice was ignored; there was a considerable risk he would remain an invalid for the rest of his days.

Trenchard left Sir Richard’s consulting rooms in a sombre mood. He was perfectly happy to go to Switzerland, except that he could not

possibly afford it, neither could his parents, and he was too proud to ask for help from better-off relatives. His dilemma was solved by Lady Dudley. Sir Richard had obviously informed her of his advice, because when Trenchard arrived back at the nursing home she was waiting for him with a cheque to cover all his expenses for his convalescence in Switzerland. Again, he demurred, protesting that he could not possibly accept the money, but she would have none of it. The cheque, she insisted, had been drawn on a special fund that had been set up to assist cases exactly like his. If he refused to make use of the fund, its existence would be pointless. ‘She made me feel,’ Trenchard would recall years later, ‘that I was the one man in the whole army worth looking after. It was impossible to refuse.’1

Trenchard arrived in St Moritz by train in the early morning of Sunday, 30 December 1900. By the turn of the century St Moritz 6000 feet above sea level, was a major winter sports resort and health spa, very popular with the British aristocracy. Its origin as a winter resort dated back to 1864 when the legendary local hotelier, Johannes Badrutt, made a wager with four British summer visitors that if they returned in the winter and found St Moritz not to their liking, he would pay for the entire cost of their journey, there and back. If they found it agreeable, they could stay as long as they wished as his guests. The wager marked the beginning of winter tourism not just in St Moritz, but the whole of the Swiss Alps.

A primary attraction, of course, was the traditional winter sports of skiing, skating, curling and ice hockey, none of which were available to Trenchard in his crippled state – torture for someone who had always been keen on sport – but it was not long before he discovered the Cresta Run and the St Moritz Tobogganing Club, which had been founded by a group of British Army officers in 1887. The Cresta Run was first built by Johannes Badrutt’s son, Caspar, owner of the Kulm Hotel, in 1884, partly as an attraction for guests and partly to prevent young gentlemen using the steep winding streets of St Moritz for sled racing and putting both themselves, and the good people of the town, at considerable risk. (Members of the St Moritz Tobogganing Club still meet for lunch every year in the Sunny Bar at the Kulm Hotel.) The Cresta is one of the fastest and most dangerous rides in the world. It is a narrow natural ice track, complicated by 12 tortuous bends, which drops more than 500 feet over its 4000 feet

length. Experienced riders exit the course at speeds of over 80 miles an hour. Early competitors tackled the run on their backs, feet first, but by the time Trenchard arrived the custom was to go down lying full length on a sled, head first.

He spent some time watching the tobogganers pushing off from the top of the run and realised there was nothing to stop him having a go. He couldn’t do a running start, like some did, but once on the toboggan a friendly shove would get him going and he wouldn’t be handicapped by his breathing problems. Young British officers in St Moritz to recuperate from war wounds were guaranteed both sympathy and support and Trenchard had no difficulty hiring a toboggan and getting advice on how to negotiate the bends without flying off the track too often. For his first run he had no protection of any kind apart from a woollen cap – no gloves or elbow and knee guards – and no spikes on his shoes to slow himself down. Travelling faster than he had ever travelled in his life, he somehow managed to stay on the track on his first exhilarating run, although when he was taken back to the top by horse sleigh he was reprimanded for attempting the complete run without first qualifying by entering the run lower down, at the ‘junction’, as the rules of the club required. He was not the kind of man to be bothered by such niceties and promptly went down again.

After that he was hooked on the adrenalin rush provided by streaking down the Cresta. A keen and competitive sportsman, it was only natural that he should want to go down the run faster and faster, which is what he did by the simple technique of trusting to luck and ignoring his instructor’s advice to conserve top speed for the stretches between the bends. He just went down the run flat out and hoped for the best. ‘Because I was too heavy to get round the corners fast enough,’ he explained, ‘I had to ride for a win or a fall. The only races I did not fall in, I won.’2

But he ‘fell’ – by which he meant he hurtled off the track on his wooden toboggan – many times, usually sustaining nothing more than bruises, to both his body and his ego. He was often so shaken he had to rely on spectators to help him to his feet and friends to bring his sticks down from where he had left them at the top of the run. On one particular morning he approached the notorious Shuttlecock bend much too fast and knew immediately he wasn’t going to make it. He careered up the ice banking and soared over the top of the

run, parting from his toboggan on the way, bounced on the frost-hard ground a couple of times and landed in a snowdrift more than 30 feet below.

Family legend has it that it was only when he was picking himself up that he realised feeling had returned to his legs. The accident had somehow jolted his spine and enabled him not only to stand erect without sticks but to walk. He could hardly believe it as he tried out a first few tentative steps. He still had plenty of aches and pains, but there was no doubt that he could walk, if with some difficulty, and as each day passed his mobility improved – as did his lung function in the clear mountain air of the Swiss Alps.

Thereafter Captain Trenchard became an even more enthusiastic member of the St Moritz Tobogganing Club and wore with pride the ‘Shuttlecock tie’ presented to those members who had come to grief at that famous bend. Several weeks later, at the annual race meeting in March, he won both the Novices’ and the Freshman Cups. After the presentation ceremony he was photographed in his Cresta gear (knee pads, elbow pads, gauntlets and boots), standing proudly behind both cups and holding a toboggan, balanced on its end, in his right hand.

By the time he came to leave St Moritz in the spring of 1901 he was already thinking about something that had previously been unthinkable – how quickly he could convince the powers that be that he was fit to return to his regiment and resume his military career.
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A CHILDHOOD MARRED BY MISFORTUNE

The Dictionary of National Biography asserts that Hugh Montague Trenchard came into the world in Taunton, Somerset, at Windsor Lodge, a handsome Grade II listed Victorian Gothic mansion recognised as one of the finest houses in the city. The DNB is wrong. Windsor Lodge is number 18 Haines Hill, whereas Hugh’s parents, Henry Trenchard and his young wife, Georgiana, occupied a much more modest property further down the road at 6 Haines Hill and it was there that Hugh, their third child, was born on Monday, 3 February 1873, a day on which the Western Daily Press reported that a furious gale ‘exceeding in severity anything of the kind known for many years’ raged across the West Country.

Although Trenchards claimed descent from Raoul de Trenchant, a knight who fought alongside William the Conqueror at the Battle of Hastings, and Trenchards had been feudal landowners on the Isle of Wight and in Hampshire and Dorset for more than seven centuries, the family was unremarkably and irredeemably entrenched in the impoverished gentry by the time Hugh arrived, with his father, grandfather and great-grandfather all having to work for a living, practising as respectable country solicitors in Taunton.

The name Trenchard first makes an appearance in English history with one Paganus Trenchard, who lived at Hord Hall near Lymington in Hampshire and was appointed ‘collector of Danegeld’ for Henry I on the Isle of Wight in 1135. Little is known about Paganus’ successors until 1318 when one of them, a Sir Henry Trenchard, was banished and declared an ‘outlaw’ for taking part in the rebellion of barons against Edward II, although he somehow managed to stay on at Hord Hall until the sentence was revoked ten years later.

The family occupied Hord Hall for 300 years until 1447 when

another Henry Trenchard made an extremely propitious marriage to the daughter of a very wealthy man and acquired, as part of her dowry, Wolfeton House, a large manor house surrounded by water meadows near Dorchester, which then became the Trenchard family seat for another 400 years. The family fell on hard times in the early nineteenth century and was forced to give up Wolfeton, but it remains standing and is today regarded as one of the most important Tudor mansions in the country, with an interior featuring magnificent Elizabethan and Jacobean oak panelling and ornate plasterwork commissioned by various Trenchards.

In 1483 Sir John Trenchard was unwisely implicated in the Duke of Buckingham’s failed rebellion against Richard III. The Duke was tried for treason and beheaded; Sir John escaped with his life but his lands, which by then spread across much of the south of England and included Wolfeton House, were confiscated. When Henry VII seized the throne two years later after defeating Richard III at the battle of Bosworth, Sir John’s property, and the family reputation, were restored.

In 1498 John’s son Thomas, then High Sheriff of Dorset, was ordered to summon all the troops he could muster and rush to Weymouth, where it had been reported that an armada of ships had appeared offshore and was possibly preparing to invade. In fact the fleet had been assembled by Philip, the Archduke of Austria, and had sailed from the Low Countries bound for Spain, where he intended to claim his inheritance as King of Castile.

Unfortunately the ships ran into a storm and became dispersed; the galleon carrying Philip and his wife, Joanna, the daughter of King Ferdinand of Aragon, was forced to seek shelter in Weymouth. When Sir Thomas arrived and discovered the identity of the unexpected visitors, he invited them to stay at Wolfeton.

Philip and Joanna remained at Wolfeton for two weeks. Neither could speak English and Sir Thomas knew no Spanish, but he solved the problem by calling on the services of a cousin, John Russell, to act as an interpreter. Russell had recently returned from Spain after a business venture had failed and was fluent in the language. After leaving Wolfeton the couple travelled with Russell to Windsor Castle, where they were entertained ostensibly as guests of the King, but in reality held hostage while Henry VII extracted their agreement

to a number of treaties and trade agreements before he would consent to their departure. Before they left, they asked Sir Thomas how they could repay his ‘attention and civility’. Perhaps, they suggested, they could ask a favour from the King on his behalf? Sir Thomas is said to have replied that he ‘thanked God he was quite independent and wanted for nothing’ but that he would be greatly obliged if they could ask for something for his young relative Russell, ‘who wants for everything, having lately been unfortunate as a Spanish merchant’.1 Philip had a word with the King and secured for Russell a lowly position in the Royal household. John Russell did well at court – he became a great favourite of Henry VIII, acquired Woburn Abbey after the dissolution of the monasteries and was created Earl of Bedford, a title later elevated to a dukedom.

The radical bent established by Sir John Trenchard’s support of the rebellion against Richard III was continued by his descendants. In 1683 another Sir John Trenchard attempted to raise a body of men in Taunton as part of the Rye House Plot to assassinate Charles II; he failed and was obliged to flee the country, to Holland, where he then joined the conspirators led by the Duke of Monmouth, who were planning to overthrow James II. The Monmouth Rebellion ended after the Battle of Sedgemoor in August 1685. Amazingly Sir John escaped being put on trial at the ‘Bloody Assizes’, where some 300 rebels were sentenced to death, was granted a ‘special pardon’ by James II in 1687 and served as Secretary of State from 1692 until his death in 1695.

Lord Chief Justice George Jeffreys, who presided over the ‘Bloody Assizes’ and subsequently became notorious as ‘the hanging judge’, was invited to dinner at Wolfeton House – a visit that gave rise to a story that Wolfeton had a ghost unique in the annals of haunting inasmuch as it made an appearance before the demise of its bodily counterpart. No sooner had the judge sat down at the dinner table than he turned deathly pale, issued a strangulated cry, jumped up from his chair, swept out of the room, leapt into his carriage and ordered the coachman to make off in haste. Later he claimed he had clearly seen the ghost of Lady Trenchard, standing behind her chair, with her throat cut. This was while Lady Trenchard was still occupying the chair. Before Jeffreys’ carriage reached Dorchester a messenger on horseback overtook it with the news that Lady Trenchard had just committed suicide.


Prominent among the family’s black sheep was one George Trenchard, a spendthrift who had a ‘great partiality for one of his domestics’, whom he later gallantly married after she gave birth to a daughter. Some reports assert that Jack Sheppard, the infamous London cat burglar who escaped from prison four times and became a working-class hero before being hanged at Tyburn in 1724 at the age of 22, was a Trenchard, the illegitimate offspring of a wayward daughter of the household who eloped with Sheppard’s father, a carpenter.

By the time Hugh Trenchard was born, the family had relinquished ownership of Wolfeton House. After producing a long line of landowners, rebels, members of Parliament, soldiers, lawyers and clergymen, the Trenchards had settled for genteel respectability. Hugh’s grandfather, Henry Charles Trenchard, was a solicitor in Taunton (like his father before him) and his only son, Henry Montague Trenchard, was working for him as an articled clerk. Henry Charles was said to be ‘extravagant and prone to risk speculation’2 and at one time was in serious financial difficulties when his managing clerk misappropriated clients’ funds, for which Henry was legally responsible. He was obliged to persuade his wife, Mary, to release funds from her marriage settlement to save him.

It appears that Henry Montague, who was born in 1839 and was known as Montague within the family, was keen to follow in the legal footsteps of his father, but he was a sickly young man and after two years working as an articled clerk the family doctor recommended that he should find an occupation which involved a more active lifestyle.

The army was the obvious choice and in 1859 his father purchased a commission for him as an ensign in the 51st Foot. The price was £450, around £35,000 at today’s values.

Henry Montague’s military career was undistinguished. He served most of his time in India, in a climate that was unlikely to be conducive to his good health, waited four years to be able to purchase promotion to lieutenant and another six years to become a captain, again by purchase. By then he was back home, 30 years old, and engaged to Georgiana Louisa Catherine Tower Skene, the 20-year-old daughter of a captain in the Royal Navy who had moved with her family to Taunton from Scotland after her father retired. Her mother was a Lumsden of Aberdeenshire, a well-known military family which produced two brothers who both rose to the rank of general – both

were also knighted and both served in India and Afghanistan with great distinction.

Henry and Georgiana married at St Cuthbert’s Church, Wells, in June 1869.



Georgiana became pregnant almost immediately and in January 1870 Henry retired from the army, selling his commission for £1800, just one year before the purchase and sale of army commissions was abolished by Royal warrant. He used the money to buy their marital home at 6 Haines Hill, Taunton (and settle some debts), and resumed his position as a humble articled clerk in his father’s legal practice. In April, Georgiana gave birth to a daughter, Catherine, the first of her six children. A son, Alexander, followed within a year and Hugh arrived within two years of his older brother. (Henry possibly suffered some embarrassment about still being an articled clerk in his mid-thirties: on Hugh’s birth certificate he described his occupation as ‘Late Captain, 51st Foot’.) After Hugh, his mother had a brief respite from childbearing until twins, a boy and a girl, arrived in 1876. A daughter, Dorothy, completed the family two years later, by which time Henry was at last qualified as a solicitor in his home town and was in partnership with a friend, Edgar Watson, with offices at Hammett Street, where many of Taunton’s solicitors were based. (In 1874, having passed all the necessary legal examinations, his father had had to employ a QC to apply to the Court of the Queen’s Bench to have the two years Henry had spent as an articled clerk before joining the army counted towards the five required to qualify. One judge entertained ‘considerable doubt’ on the matter, taking the view that entering the army was tantamount to cancelling the articles of clerkship; fortunately for Henry the other two judges disagreed and the application was approved.)

In 1875 Henry moved his family from Haines Hill to Courtlands, a large country house at Norton Fitzwarren, a hamlet three miles from Taunton, perhaps unwisely borrowing the majority of the £3200 purchase price. Courtlands had a kitchen garden enclosed by high brick walls with espaliered peach trees and a dry pond which young Hugh recalled was alive with lizards during the summer. A French governess, Mademoiselle Hongardy, was employed to look after the children and the family enjoyed a very comfortable lifestyle, with no less than

seven staff living in the servants’ quarters and annual trips to London for ‘the season’, where Henry and Georgiana had the use of a large house in Roland Gardens, South Kensington. In many ways they were a golden couple: Henry was tall, handsome and had a beautiful singing voice; Georgiana was an accomplished hostess, hopelessly extravagant and a brilliant conversationalist, although she would suffer from chronic ill health in later years. Hugh would remember parties at which his father strolled from room to room with a decanter of port in his hand.

At Courtlands Mademoiselle Hongardy struggled mightily to educate the older children, none of whom was in the least interested in being educated. For the boys the two days a week they were supposed to spend conversing in French or German were nothing but a distraction from what they really wanted to do – riding, shooting rabbits, birds’-nesting, collecting butterflies – anything, in fact, rather than lessons with the despairing Mademoiselle. Hugh was a tall, gangly boy with a shock of black hair and his father’s startlingly blue eyes. His father was a first-class shot and expert horseman and taught all his boys to ride and shoot at an early age. Hugh could ride almost as soon as he could walk and his father bought him a small .22 rifle for his eighth birthday. He quickly became, like his father, an excellent shot and never forgot bagging his first hare on his uncle’s estate in Somerset. His mother was much more of a disciplinarian than his easy-going father and she was unamused when he commandeered her wickerwork crinoline cage and covered it with muslin as a home for his pet Java sparrows; he never did it again. His principal talent as a boy was in organising complicated games for his siblings which often turned into ‘tournaments’ that would sometimes last for weeks. Hugh wanted to be the best at everything he did so long as it was what he wanted to do – lessons were rigorously excluded as of no interest.

At the age of ten Hugh was sent as a boarder to Allen’s Preparatory School near the small market town of Botley in Hampshire. Unsurprisingly, he failed to thrive academically; his teachers reported to his parents that Hugh was clever, but lazy. After only a year in Botley Hugh was moved to Hammond’s, a crammer near Dover named after its principal, a thin-lipped individual with a sallow complexion who could have stepped out of Dickens. Hammond’s prepared students for the examinations to enter the Britannia Royal Naval College at

Dartmouth, Georgiana and Henry having decided that Hugh should pursue a career in the footsteps of his maternal grandfather. It was not to be. While Hammond’s managed to get him through some subjects he failed, disastrously, when it came to dictation. Hugh’s spelling was not just lamentable, it was downright eccentric. He spelled ‘why’, for example, as ‘yi’, and ‘misdemeanour’ as ‘Mister Mena’ (this despite the fact that, in context, it must obviously have been wrong). He no doubt gave the examiners much wry amusement, but at the same time the door to a career as a Royal Navy officer was slammed firmly shut.

It is possible that young Hugh suffered from dyslexia, a condition that was first identified in 1881 but knowledge of which had certainly not filtered into the general realm of academia, or at least into the kind of third-rate crammers to which he was sent. Thus his teachers tended to consider him either lazy or stupid, or both. His hopeless spelling, his lack of interest in any subjects that involved reading and writing (he was only good at maths), his dreadful handwriting (which would bedevil him for the rest of his life), would all indicate that he was dyslexic, but without diagnosis no one could help him. It would be 15 years before the British Medical Journal published a seminal article entitled ‘Congenital Word Blindness’, but by then Hugh had completed what passed as his education and was a subaltern serving in India, where academic prowess mattered little. Although he would have been unable to put a name to it, Hugh himself clearly recognised he had a problem because later in life, whenever he was called upon to address troops or deliver a speech, he would often preface his remarks by explaining he was ‘not good at words’.

Sent home to Courtlands while his parents decided what to do with him, he found the atmosphere subtly changed. His father, normally good-natured and cheerful, was strangely distracted and irritable, his mother was already beginning to suffer from the arthritis that would plague her in later life and his ten-year-old sister, Mary, one of the twins, was very ill. Mary died of diphtheria while Hugh was still at home; he had adored her and cried bitterly as her flower-bedecked coffin was lowered into the ground at the churchyard in Norton Fitzwarren. (Mary’s twin brother, Ralph, would die of dysentery during the Boer War.)

After Mary’s funeral Hugh was told that his future now lay in the army – he would be joining his older brother, Alex, at Hill Lands

school in Wargrave, a village on the Thames in Berkshire. Hill Lands was another crammer set up to get young men the educational qualifications required for a commission in the army. Hugh hated the place from the outset and took an instant dislike to the principal, the Reverend Albert Pritchard, who he decided was an outrageous snob. The only advantage of Hill Lands, as far as he was concerned, was that it was just a mile from the home of some wealthy cousins, the Askews, and he spent most of his time there, often cutting lessons. ‘I fear I did no work at all at Pritchard’s,’ he recalled, ‘and I know one term I never even went in there for an hour.’3

Hill Lands was divided into three houses: Sandhurst, for the brightest boys with a chance of making it to the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst; Woolwich, for those destined for the RMA at Woolwich, which trained officers for the Royal Artillery and the Royal Engineers; and Militia House, for those boys too lazy or stupid to get into Sandhurst or Woolwich and whose only hope of acquiring a commission was through the ‘back door’ offered by Britain’s part-time, voluntary reserve army. Hugh was first placed in Woolwich House in the hope that he might knuckle down to his studies, but he did not; he sat the Woolwich entrance examination three times and failed in every subject, except mathematics. So it was he was relegated to Militia House, where he was required to become a militia cadet. He was photographed, at the age of 14, in his uniform – a tall boy staring unsmilingly at the camera, his pillbox hat at a jaunty angle, carrying white gloves and a cane.

Hugh’s only happy memory of Hill Lands was learning to play rugby, which he picked up very quickly – he earned a place in the first XV and was soon made captain. He had boundless energy and enthusiasm, was very keen on all sports and loved playing practical jokes. The gardens of Hill Lands bordered the Thames and he once gathered up all the chamber pots, put a lighted candle in each and floated them down the river. During regattas he and his friends would take out a rowing boat and manipulate a capsize near a boat liberally stocked with food and drink so they could be hauled aboard and plied with brandy and champagne to help them recover. That worked well until one afternoon when they ‘capsized’ near their first victim and were recognised – this time they were left to sink or swim.

The mild-mannered Pritchard was an inevitable target but Hugh

realised he had perhaps gone too far when he helped organise the Reverend’s fictitious ‘wedding’ to an equally fictitious bride. Invitations were printed and sent out to all the neighbours and the local bigwigs. The students thought it was an enormous jape, but when Pritchard, who was a confirmed bachelor, inevitably got to hear about it he called the whole school together and delivered a sermon castigating the unknown culprits. He obviously suspected that Hugh was involved, because he took him to one side afterwards and upbraided him for what he described as a ‘most ungentlemanly act’. Hugh had the grace to feel guilty.

On his visits home he could not but be aware of the change in his father, who was becoming more and more withdrawn, suddenly old beyond his years. It was, nevertheless, still a shock when, not long after his sixteenth birthday, Hugh received a letter at school from his mother asking him to return home immediately. ‘I am sorry to have to tell you,’ she wrote, ‘that your father is about to be made bankrupt.’ By the time Alex and Hugh got back to Courtlands they found the house had been stripped bare and was already on the market. Everything had been sold, even their mother’s jewellery. Hugh was distraught to discover that his rifle had also gone, along with his precious album of butterflies, which he had been collecting since he was five years old.

The family’s shame and humiliation were complete when the local newspapers reported in detail on his father’s public examination before the Registrar at Taunton Guildhall, in July 1889, during which Henry was referred to throughout as ‘the bankrupt’ and the full shocking extent of his debts was revealed – £11,251 13s 8d, the equivalent to about £1 million today. Under the headline ‘Failure of a Taunton Solicitor’ the Western Daily Press reported that Henry had so many creditors ‘there was a large attendance of solicitors representing various interests’ at the first hearing. The Official Receiver, the report continued, ‘questioned the bankrupt at great length’. Henry denied he had been extravagant in his living and on the advice of his own solicitor refused to answer questions about the whereabouts of a £9000 trust fund that had been settled on him at the time of his marriage, despite a warning from the Registrar that bankrupts were required to answer every question, regardless of whether or not answers might incriminate them. At a subsequent

hearing he was forced to admit that the whole of the trust fund was ‘exhausted’.

Hugh was greatly affected by his father’s bankruptcy, as was his 18-year-old sister, Catherine, who had been due to ‘come out’ as a debutante that year. All the arrangements had to be cancelled and instead of being ‘introduced’ to society, Catherine was obliged to start training as a nurse (she eventually settled in South Africa). Hugh never forgot seeing his father snubbed in the streets of Taunton by former friends who would once have greatly prized an invitation to tea or dinner at Courtlands. A neighbour, passing Henry and his son in a carriage, ostentatiously looked the other way when Henry politely raised his hat in greeting.

For a young man who had been proud of his family’s illustrious history, his father’s downfall was particularly hard to bear. To what extent all this ignominy shaped Hugh’s character is unknowable – he certainly grew into an unusually resilient and determined individual – but there was no question he was damaged. When, years later in middle age, he proposed marriage for the first time in his life to a woman friend and was turned down, he immediately assumed it was because she did not want to be associated with someone whose father had been a bankrupt.4

As far as Hugh was concerned the one positive outcome of what had happened might have been his escape from Hill Lands, but he was denied even that. The saintly Reverend Pritchard wrote to offer to continue their education at reduced terms. His mother’s wealthy cousin, Irwin Cox, owner of The Field magazine, stepped in to pay the Reverend’s reduced fees and so Hugh and Alex returned reluctantly to school.

Alex’s tenure was brief. A rebellious young man, he liked to experiment with explosives and blew up the ornamental fountain in front of the school’s main building as a rather foolish prank, after which Pritchard felt he had no alternative but to expel him. Hugh was not particularly sorry to see his older brother leave: they had few mutual friends and had become somewhat estranged since the bankruptcy as Hugh could not understand why Alex seemed entirely unconcerned by their father’s disgrace. (When he was 19 Alex followed his sister to the Cape, where he married and raised a large family. Hugh met him once during the Boer War, but only for a day, and never saw him again.)


Despite all Pritchard’s efforts, Hugh made no progress with his studies. Perhaps adding to his difficulties were his dismay and embarrassment that he owed his education to the charity of relatives. He twice sat the examination for militia candidates to be granted a permanent commission in the regular army but, to his parents’ despair, failed both times in all subjects except, once again, mathematics. Fortunately, the militia itself had much lower entrance standards and he was eventually accepted as a probationary subaltern, at the age of 18, with the Forfar and Kincardine Artillery, a militia regiment based at Montrose in Scotland.

During his preliminary training he managed to make an unfavourable impression on the GOC Scottish Command.


My first official meeting of the General was on parade at Montrose shortly after joining. He had come to inspect us. In those days my hair grew very long and we wore pillbox hats on the sides of our heads. I was very tall and the General was very short and when he looked at me he said ‘Oh you don’t wear your cap properly’ and I had to bend my head down so that he could put my pillbox hat further back on my head. When I stood up and he looked at me and saw my hair was below it, he grunted and said ‘That won’t do’.5



Probationary subaltern Trenchard very soon got a haircut.

Notwithstanding this inauspicious start, Hugh enjoyed his time in the militia immensely possibly because, as he recalled, ‘I did no work’. He found it intensely tedious having to endlessly repeat, parrot fashion, the ritual of loading a 32-pound muzzle-loading artillery piece, but he also had plenty of spare time and hired a tandem carriage which he liked to drive around the bay at Montrose in the summer after mess. He was presumably still being supported by relatives, because his parents had by then moved into a very small house at 7 Linden Grove, Taunton, and his mother, perhaps too proud to accept the charity of relatives, was working as a dressmaker to make ends meet. In the 1891 census Henry is still listed as a solicitor, although his practice had collapsed shortly before he was declared bankrupt two years earlier.

Hugh’s propensity for practical jokes earned him another rebuke when, in the dead of night, he let down the tent of a deeply unpopular major who had been making their lives difficult. When the major

emerged, sleepily, from his collapsing tent, Hugh threw a jug of cold water over him. ‘I was hauled out in front of the Colonel,’ he recalled, ‘who was very kind to me but clearly told me off.’6 At the regiment’s annual training camp, on the Isle of Wight, a confusion with the artillery equipment led to their 10-inch guns being trained on the tug towing their target in the Solent, rather than the target itself. Thankfully their aim was not sufficiently accurate to sink the tug. Then the War Office forgot to provide transport to move the regiment back to Scotland, so they were able to stay on the island and enjoy the Cowes Week regatta.

It was around this time that Hugh’s second cousin, Irwin Cox, began to play a more important part in his life. Cox was a Cambridge-educated barrister, writer and politician who would be Conservative MP for Harrow from 1899 to 1906. He and his wife lived at Moat Mount, a 270-acre estate at Mill Hill, which he had inherited from his wealthy father, and where he could indulge his passion for hunting, shooting and fishing. As well as owning The Field magazine, Cox edited the annual Angler’s Diary and was a prolific writer about field sports under the pen name ‘I.E.B.C’. The Coxes had no children and looked upon Hugh as a kind of surrogate son. He was frequently invited to Moat Mount for shooting parties. More importantly, Cox encouraged Hugh to make use of his very extensive library and it was at Moat Mount that Hugh learned, really for the first time, the simple joy of reading for pleasure, albeit slowly and with some difficulty.

Hugh recorded that he had ‘a great time’ at the regiment’s second annual camp at Fort Cumberland on Hayling Island, near Portsmouth. ‘We were inspected by the Duke of Connaught. He noticed at the sports in the afternoon that all our men were smoking cigars. He asked about it and the colonel said that all our men were very well-to-do people from Dundee, whereas really the night before they had looted a public house and taken all the cigars.’7

In March 1893 Hugh made a third forlorn attempt to pass the exam that would enable him to obtain a commission in the regular army. He had little optimism he would succeed, having long concluded that he was destined to fail every exam he sat. He was out hunting with the Askews that summer when a servant brought him an official-looking letter. It contained extraordinary news. Fifty-six of the 225 militia subalterns who had sat the exam had failed – but H. Trenchard

was not among them. He had scraped through with 1673 marks out of a possible 2400 – just 23 more than the minimum needed for a pass.

On 8 September 1893, Hugh Montague Trenchard was gazetted as a second lieutenant in the Royal Scots Fusiliers and posted to the Second Battalion, then stationed in India. Few young officers could claim a more inauspicious start to a military career.
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