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INTRODUCTION

Implicit in the use of the phrase ‘at all costs’ is the desperate need to attain an objective or maintain an existing position, for the greater good of the whole. A unit can be set an at-all-costs mission in either an offensive or a defensive context. The common factor is urgency, time being the most valuable commodity on the battlefield. In the majority of cases, of course, while senior officers might decree that an action is to be fought irrespective of cost, comparatively few are pressed to such a conclusion. In those that are, it is usually the junior leaders who have provided the driving force and for this reason alone they are worth examining in some detail. A curious feature of this type of action is that, rare as it is, several can occur in one battle or in successive battles fought within days of one another. This phenomenon has produced what in the British Army would be described as Victoria Cross battles, although examples exist in the histories of all first-class armies.

The key can obviously be identified as motivation, yet in some of the examples studied the units involved were fresh while in others they were close to exhaustion, so clearly their experiences, perspectives and outlooks were different. But I was convinced that a common factor existed and in my search I was drawn to Lord Moran’s classic The Anatomy of Courage. Moran, who served as a medical officer with an infantry battalion during the First World War, defines courage as willpower. He makes the point that every man goes into action with a credit balance of courage in his moral bank account, and he accepts that the size of the balance will vary according to individuals. Withdrawals from the balance occur when a man is exposed to constant fear and danger, bad living conditions, boredom and failure. Ultimately, if too many withdrawals are made, the balance enters a minus quantity and the man concerned becomes a danger to himself and those around him. Conversely, as Moran says, ‘If a soldier is always using up his capital he may from time to time add to it. There is a paying in as well as a paying out.’ Some of these deposits in the account are simply the inverse of the withdrawals, but others exist and some can provide an extremely powerful source of motivation.

Moran also stresses the obvious truth that morale is a collective as well as an individual force. It follows, therefore, that any unit receiving a sudden infusion of this kind, from whatever source, becomes a formidable opponent. Fear is suppressed by complete absorption in the work to be done; self-preservation is replaced by the need to destroy the enemy.

The examples I have chosen cover a wide spectrum of modern military history and have been selected because they illustrate the point very well indeed. Some are well known, others less so; many others exist. They take place on widely differing battlefields against a background of expanding weapon technology and firepower, yet the moral factors remain constant throughout.

I have begun with Minden where, as the result of a mistake, six British and three Hanoverian battalions advanced in isolation against the French army. By all the rules they should have been wiped out, but they absorbed the worst the enemy’s artillery could throw at them, destroyed his cavalry and chased his infantry off the field. As the French commander was undoubtedly told after the battle, it simply should not have happened.

Balaclava was the archetypal Victoria Cross battle. Logic dictated that the 93rd Highlanders should have been ridden down and the Heavy Brigade destroyed, yet together they removed the threat to the British army’s supply line. The Light Brigade was destroyed, although its now legendary courage and discipline further demoralized the beaten enemy.

During the Indian Mutiny it was a moot point whether the small, disease-ridden force of British and Indian soldiers on the Ridge outside Delhi was besieging the much larger force of mutineers within the city, or vice versa. In the end, though fearful risks were taken, it was the fierce motivation of the former that carried the day.

At the battle of Gettysburg the courage of those defending an insignificant hillock named Little Round Top lasted for a few critical minutes longer than that of their opponents. If Little Round Top had fallen the entire Union line would have been placed in jeopardy and the probability is that Lee’s Confederates would have won, at the least, a limited victory. There would have been no need for the magnificent tragedy of Pickett’s Charge the following day and the course of the war, if not its ultimate ending, might well have been different.

The Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1 had a profound effect upon subsequent European history. Arguably, the result of the war was decided in two consecutive battles, Vionville – Mars-la-Tour on 16 August 1870 and Gravelotte – St-Privat two days later. In both the French came very close to victory and inflicted by far the heavier loss. At Vionville only the self-sacrificial cavalry charge known as von Bredow’s Death Ride saved the Germans from a potentially disastrous situation. At Gravelotte – St-Privat the German right was heavily defeated and the outcome of the battle depended on what took place on the left. Here the Prussian Guard Corps sustained no fewer than 8,000 casualties in twenty minutes and was pinned down during an ill-conceived attack. When the moment came, however, the guardsmen stormed their objective and caused the French to retreat.

Today, in less idealistic times, we can view the despatch of the tiny Desert Column to the relief of General Gordon, besieged in Khartoum, as an example of political cynicism at its worst. If the column succeeded, well and good; if it were wiped out, no great harm was done. Against all probability, it survived the desert, beat the dervishes in two pitched battles, advanced to within sight of Khartoum and returned to tell the tale. Just for once, mud was left sticking to political fingers.

On 21 May 1940 not even the most optimistic imagined that the Allied counter-attack at Arras would produce significant results, yet it smashed through the flank of Major-General Erwin Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division and induced a panic which spread to the neighbouring SS Division Totenkopf. Such was the alarm it generated at the highest command levels that the apparently unstoppable drive of the German armour was suspended for 24 hours. This, in turn, was to have a direct bearing on the success of the Dunkirk evacuation.

‘Valiant dust’ was the term used by an official historian to describe those British, American and German soldiers who died fighting for possession of Longstop Hill, strategically situated at the mouth of the Medjerda valley in Tunisia. In the end, the most important summit fell to a ferocious bayonet charge by just thirty men of the 8th Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders, almost all that remained of the battalion’s rifle companies.

The Anglo-American crossings of the Waal during Operation ‘Market Garden’ also provided examples of supreme courage and motivation. When the US III/504th Parachute Infantry crossed in assault boats it seemed as though none would survive to reach the far bank. Those that did swarmed ashore and overwhelmed the defence in a series of furious local attacks. In the mistaken belief that the far end of the road bridge was in friendly hands, a troop of tanks from the Guards Armoured Division charged across, knowing that the bridge might be blown at any moment and, against odds, fought their way through to link up with the Americans.

The parachute descent of the US 503rd Parachute Infantry on to tiny and very dangerous drop zones on Corregidor Island required nerves of steel in itself, but subsequently demands of a different kind were made on the men’s courage for several days. It was not so much that the Japanese preferred to fight to the death rather than surrender, but rather the knowledge that the island’s vast underground bunkers contained huge stocks of ammunition which the enemy would not hesitate to explode if he thought he could take some of the attackers with him. Many Americans were killed in this way, but the pressure was maintained until the island was secure.

Finally, on 28 May 1982 the 2nd Battalion The Parachute Regiment, outnumbered, fought its way through a series of prepared positions in depth on the open terrain of a narrow isthmus to liberate Goose Green settlement and win the United Kingdom’s first victory of the Falklands conflict. It was a victory which destroyed the Argentine belief that any prospect existed of winning the war.

Taken together, these episodes refute the suggestion that God is always on the side of the big battalions. Rather, they confirm the saying that in war the relationship of the moral to the physical is in the ratio of three to one. As he considers each one in turn, the reader can decide for himself the source or sources of the motivation involved. For what they are worth, my own conclusions are set out in the Postscript.
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