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Preface

‘Forward the Light Brigade!’
Was there a man dismay’d?
Not tho’ the soldier knew
Some one had blunder’d
Their’s not to make reply,
Their’s not to reason why,
Their’s but to do and die.’

Thus reads the best-known verse of Alfred Lord Tennyson’s famous poem The Charge of the Light Brigade, written in the aftermath of one of the most notorious blunders in military history when a brigade of British light cavalry was sent into a valley bounded on three sides by Russian soldiers and cannon. Of the 676 riders who charged, only 195 were still in the saddle when the action was over. Their fallen comrades had paid the price, Tennyson believed, for errors made by their commanders.

Tennyson was right to pin the blame on Lords Raglan and Lucan for that disastrous charge in 1854. But military disasters are not caused solely by incompetent field commanders: inadequate planning (the Dieppe Raid), interfering politicians (Hitler at Stalingrad), overconfidence among officers and men (Custer’s Last Stand), and even a poor fighting performance by the soldiers themselves (the Americans at Kasserine Pass) are all contributory factors. Most catastrophes are caused by multiple blunders – not to mention the talents and tenacity of the opposition – but one tends to stand supreme. For the sake of simplicity, therefore, I have divided the book into five themed chapters, each containing six case studies of disasters with a similar cause. Some are well known; others less so. But they all have one thing in common: they were largely self-inflicted.

Much has been made of the poor martial performance of certain nations, particularly in modern times. Contrary to popular belief, however, Italy does not have a monopoly when it comes to battlefield ineptitude. If this books proves anything, it is that no power, however vaunted its reputation, is immune from military catastrophe. The Roman Empire, medieval France, imperial Britain, the United States, Spain, Germany and Israel (see Afterword) have all suffered the ignominy of avoidable defeat.

Since this book was first published in 1997, it has gone into countless reprints and been translated into languages as diverse as German, Hungarian, Polish, Swedish and South Korean. The latter publication was the result of an email from a Colonel Park of the Republic of Korea (ROK) Army, a former commander of the Seoul University Officers Training Corps (OTC), who said the German edition had made a ‘great impression’ on him, and that a Korean translation would ‘contribute to the improvement in the ROK army’s combat ability’. Naturally I was flattered. But only up to a point: the purpose of the book was never to prepare armies for war; rather to warn politicians of the many pitfalls if they do take that fatal step.

The biggest sales of this book outside Britain and the United States have been, oddly enough, in Germany. A few years ago, during an interview for German TV, I was asked why a country that had turned its back on war was so fascinated by military blunders. I replied, somewhat mischievously, that it must have something to do with the fact that German troops were invariably the opposition. It was a throwaway line, but strangely true: of the 30 case studies, a third involve ‘German’ opposition (if we extend the term to include the German tribes of the 1st Century AD, Prussia in the 19th Century and the Austro-German troops that fought at Caporetto in 1917). The only other serial opponents in the case studies were the Boers of South Africa (three times), the Russians, the Turks and the English/British (all twice). The selection is, of course, arbitrary and heavily weighted towards British military disasters (there are 16 in total, not including the English at Bannockburn); yet the point holds good that the quality of the opposition is a factor in many serious military setbacks.

Can we learn from history? Certainly, though modern politicians seem stubbornly oblivious to the lessons of the past. Take Afghanistan. The unprovoked and ultimately disastrous British invasion of Afghanistan in 1839 was undertaken, like the 2003 incursion into Iraq, with regime change in mind: to replace a seemingly anti-British and pro-Russian ruler, Dost Mohamed, with a pro-British one, Shah Shuja. There, too, the plan was to withdraw British bayonets as soon as the country was pacified. It never happened, and tens of thousands of British, Indian and Afghan lives were lost in the ensuing three years of conventional and guerilla war. The end result: British troops finally withdrew, having first blown-up Kabul’s magnificent covered bazaar, and Dost Mohamed resumed his rule.

Yet the lesson was not heeded, and three times since Afghanistan has been invaded by foreign troops: twice by the British and once by the Russians. Now we are back again, ostensibly at the request of a pro-Western government Kabul government trying to find its feet. And once again, as in Iraq, the very presence of foreign troops is making the security situation worse.

In Iraq, too, there was ample warning from history. It was Britain, after all, which effectively created modern Iraq when it demanded a mandate over the former Ottoman provinces of Basra, Baghdad and Mosul in the aftermath of the First World War. This was partly because of Iraq’s strategic importance at the head of the Persian Gulf, but chiefly because of oil: huge reserves had been discovered in both Iraq and Persian (modern Iran).

Within months, angry at the imposition of British rule, the Iraqis rebelled in Mosul and along the Euphrates. Railways were cut, towns besieged and British soldiers murdered. The British reacted harshly, dispatching punitive expeditions to burn villages and exact fines. They also used planes to bomb and strafe strongholds. By the end of 1920 a shaky peace had been restored, and by mid-1921 the throne of Iraq had been offered to Emir Feisal, son of the Sharif of Mecca, who had fought with Lawrence of Arabia. But Feisal proved less pliant than Britain had hoped, and in 1932 Iraq joined the League of Nations as an independent state. In 1958, Feisal’s grandson was ousted in a coup that established a republic. And there Britain’s interference in the internal affairs of Iraq came to an end.

Until, that is, the 2003 invasion. Many have argued that the US and Britain missed a golden opportunity to oust Saddam Hussein in 1991. In truth, the decision not to march on Baghdad after the liberation of Kuwait was not only considered but correct. ‘We would have been there in a day and a half,’ wrote General Sir Peter de la Billière, the British commander. ‘But in pressing on to the Iraqi capital we would have moved outside the remit of the United Nations’ authority, within which we had worked so far. We would have split the Coalition physically, since the Islamic forces would not have come with us. The whole of Desert Storm would have been seen purely as an operation to further Western interests in the Middle East.’

There was also a realization that toppling Saddam was one thing, replacing him with a stable, pro-Western regime quite another. ‘If our soldiers depose him, or our special forces assassinate him,’ wrote the then US Assistant Secretary of State, John Kelly, ‘we risk losing American lives, bringing chaos and revolution to the region, jeopardizing the oil and, after all, his successor could be even worse.’ Nothing much had changed by 2003.

The most recent military blunder in the original version of this book was the ill-fated Bravo Two Zero operation during the first Gulf War (1991). To bring the story up to date, I have included an Afterword with examples of blunders from the wars in Somalia (1993), Sierra Leone (2000), Iraq (2005) and the Lebanon (2006). All these conflicts were asymmetric (or low-intensity), pitting conventional forces against an unconventional opponent. A debate still rages in the higher reaches of the United States and British militaries as to the most effective way to defeat irregular forces: counter-insurgency (using regular forces) or counter-terrorism (using special forces). In the absence of a clear consensus one way or the other, they continue to use both methods and ‘victory’ (if that is possible in such a conflict) is as elusive as ever.

Only one thing is certain: as long as wars are fought, mistakes will be made. The trick, if at all possible, is not to fight in the first place.
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