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PRESIDENT’S EDITORIAL 

 

 

It is with some sadness that I write what will be my final editorial piece for Mars & Clio. I have as 

you know been heavily involved with the running of the Commission for most of the last fifteen 

years, first as Committee Member and Secretary General from 2009–15, and then President from 

2019. It is time to move on – and hopefully to write those books that have remained ‘in draft’ over 

that busy last decade. I am confident as I step down from the presidency that I will leave the 

Commission in good order and good hands to take our work forward. In particular, during the last 

five years I have been working to ensure that the Commission is well run, future proofed, and 

engaged with the broad and ever widening dimensions of our subject as well as the many 

communities that constitute the Commission and the military history community. I am particularly 

pleased, after a false start interrupted by the pandemic, that the Student Network is now up and 

running and the New Researchers Conference and other events that develop the next generation of 

military historians’ engagement with the Commission are flourishing. Whatever stage of your career 

you are at, I would encourage you to engage with these events (such as the Three-Minute Military 

Thesis Competition that will be held in the spring), both to support emerging military historians and 

to discover the rich and interesting dimensions of military history as it exists in the twenty-first 

century. I think our ‘mid-life crisis’ that I alluded to when I assumed the presidency is now behind 

us and we are well positioned to grow our numbers, diversify our activities and develop our standing 

as a professional, broad-church historical organization in the coming years.  

You will see that Mars & Clio has a new editor, Dr Jorit Wintjes, who has stepped up from 

the role of book reviews editor; and a new format – I am struck by the new cover in Commission 

and British military scarlet. I have striven to make Mars & Clio a lively and stimulating journal of 

our subject and I anticipate under Jorit’s editorship it will go from strength to strength. This edition 

contains a range of historical articles and reports on Commission business, as well as the usual book 

reviews. I hope you will support Jorit as he develops the Commission’s bulletin and consider it as a 

place to publish your own scholarly work and views on the practice of military history. Our academic 

journal, The British Journal for Military History, certainly goes from strength to strength. I would 

like to take this opportunity to thank the two co-editors, Richad Grayson and Erica Wald, as they 

step down after five years in post, for the hard-work and dedication they have both put in to raising 

the profile and developing the content of the journal. The same thanks are extended to the journal’s 

management team that produce the individual editions, as well as guest editors who pull together 

special issues – having done one of these myself I appreciate the hard work involved and am pleased 

that the BJMH is considered deserving of such effort. I am pleased to say there will be a seamless 

succession as two of the current managing editors, Andrew Sanders and Sam Edwards, will be taking 

over from Richard and Erica after the March issue. I look forward to seeing how the BJMH develops 

under their guiding hands.  
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We have an important and potentially influential role as military historians at a time when 

war is once again becoming endemic. The Ukraine War grinds on, and in this edition of Mars & Clio 

Mungo Melvin offers further observations drawing on his expert insight. In Gaza the latest 

manifestation of a conflict that has already been ongoing for 75 years, its most intense outbreak for 

50 years, dominates the headlines. I am stuck by the naivety and ignorance of military matters and 

historical precedents shown in the intensive ‘real time’ reporting of and reaction to both these 

conflicts. If it has always been the military historian’s role to give clarity and perspective on 

international affairs and the harsh reality of war and conflict that onus appears ever more pressing 

as the world renters – some might say accelerates into –geopolitical instability. We might assess and 

evaluate from the ivory tower wars that are long past, conflicts that have concluded or at least settled 

pro tem, but we cannot ignore our duty to explain and clarify contemporary events through the lens 

of history. Working in a multi-disciplinary War Studies department as I do, I am aware that the 

conflicts that dominate our students’ lives and appear as current affairs have their roots in the past 

and will in time become history. It behoves us as historians to make those links, and to promote 

understanding. I step down with the commendation that we make our voices heard, our expertise 

count, in today’s uncertain world. 

I am happy to end on a positive note, and to acknowledge and congratulate Commission 

member Dr Halik Kochanski on her winning the 2023 Wolfson Prize for History for her book, 

Resistance: The Underground War in Europe 1939–45 (Allen Lane). Those of you who attended the 

2022 AGM will remember that Halik spoke to us about her research for this book, a Herculean labour 

that has received just reward. Halik is the latest in a list of distinguished military historians – Alex 

Watson, Richard Vinen, Joanna Bourke, Paul Kennedy, Anthony Beevor to name just a few –¬ who 

have won the Wolfson prize. It is testimony to the quality, vibrancy and continuing popularity of 

military history. Maybe my next book… 

 

 

Bill Philpott 
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A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR 

 
 

Readers may note a number of small format changes to this, the spring 2024 issue of Mars & Clio. 

As the new editor, I have big footsteps to follow, given the sterling work done by previous editors, 

and it seemed prudent not to stray too far from the established order of things; nearly all changes 

are entirely cosmetic in nature, and as before, the newsletter includes articles on topics related to 

military history, shorter notes, reports and communications, and reviews.  

The present issue covers military history from places as far away as Roman Egypt and 

present-day Ukraine and on topics as different as supporting ground forces from the air and defying 

enemy shot in a turtle warship in the age of sail and steam.  

In the articles section, Teresa Ó Dúill is providing insights into the everyday life of Roman 

soldiers, which in many ways was not too dissimilar from certain practices in modern armies; a small 

piece by the editor on an obscure piece of Bavarian technology illustrates that there is more to pre-

1871 German military history than Prussia; Georg Löfflmann covers the changes German defence 

policy has undergone as a result of the Russian invasion of 2022 to the present-day, and how results 

may not always match expectations nor promises (or simple announcements?); and Mungo Melvin 

provides an update on the military situation in Ukraine. 

The Notes, Reports and Communications section has a report by Andy Grainger on the 

BCMH Spring Conference 2023 “Close Air Support and the Battlefield”; a small piece by the editor 

on a strange warship design from the 1880s; a report by Andy Grainger on the CWGC Chinese 

Labour Corps Cemetery at Noyelles-sur-Mer and two notes from the membership. A brief review 

section concludes the present issue. 

Given that Mars & Clio is the BCMH newsletter, it is hopefully not too impertinent to end 

these brief introductory notes by asking the membership for either shorter articles or other pieces 

that might be of interest to fellow members; these might include reviews of books old and new, 

individual documents or reports from visits to battlefields, museums, or conferences. 

 
 

Jorit Wintjes 
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ARTICLES 
 
 
 

“Dad, the optio confiscated my pickaxe!” 
Teresa Ó Dúill 

 

I. Introduction 

 

Each army develops its own terms, its own slang. Among the British Army in Afghanistan, a whole 

range of such terms existed, such as badmin (a soldier lacking organisational skills), or rats (rations 

or unpleasant conditions). The general connotations of the words are clear and the same as the 

existing words used to create the slang: bad & rats both have negative connotations. This is especially 

interesting when it comes to another slang word in the British Army: ally. This word, whose original 

meaning is a person fighting for the same cause as oneself, has gained the new meaning of being a 

person who complies to certain beauty standards. This includes wearing their (facial) hair in a 

fashionable way, having tattoos of a certain style and wielding weapons which are not standard 

issue.1 The original meaning’s positive connotation is still present in the slang. This also shows that 

owning and using weapons which are not of standard army issue is viewed as desirable by soldiers.  

 This phenomenon of having nicer and/or better gear going hand in hand with better social 

standing is by no means a new one. One of the most famous examples of soldiers purchasing general 

gear themselves is the Henry Rifle. This was a lever-action repeating rifle that would turn out to be 

the predecessor of the famous Winchester’s.2  Although this rifle was more advanced than standard-

issue rifles of either army during the American Civil War, the U.S. War Department clearly decided 

against adopting it. The possibility to purchase a Henry Rifle with one’s own money was however 

both present and taken advantage of, leading to whole regiments being armed with these rifles, paid 

for out of the soldiers’ own pockets.3 

It can further be found that the phenomenon of the desirability of non-standard gear in the 

army is not even a modern one. It has been extant since antiquity. Striking sources for this are the 

letters written by Claudius Terentianus, found as a part of the so-called archive of Claudius 

Tiberianus in Karanis (modern-day Kom Aushim in Egypt). This archive, which had been purposely 

compiled and saved between 80–180 CE, was found during excavations in the 1920s and 30s. This 

archive contained eleven letters from Claudius Terentianus to Claudius Tiberianus, half of them in 

Latin, the other in Greek. The person who received and intentionally saved the letters, Claudius 

 
1 Anonymous, Afghanistan’s Battle Slang (BBC News, 28 October 2014, online: https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-
29757988). 
2 Wiley Sword, The Historic Henry Rifle: Oliver Winchester's Famous Civil War Repeater (Woonsocket: Andrew Mowbray, 
2002). 
3 Earl J. Hess, The Rifle Musket in Civil War Combat. Reality and Myth (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2008), pp. 
52-57. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-29757988
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-29757988
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Tiberianus, had himself served in the Roman army before he settled down as a veteran, presumably 

in Karamis.4 

figure 1: Roman Egypt in the first century AD 

 

 

Terentianus is probably the best-known Roman soldier due to this number of letters, as they 

contain many details about his biography. Sadly, hardly anyone outside of relevant experts learns 

about him. 

 

 
4 Silvia Strassi, L’archivio di Claudius Tiberianus da Karanis (Berlin/New York: De Gruyter, 2008), pp. 1–4, and Johannes 
Kramer, Vulgärlateinische Alltagsdokumente auf Papyri, Ostraka, Täfelchen und Inschriften (Berlin/New York: De Gruyter, 
2007), p. 60. On the other hand, Naphtali Lewis, ‘A Veteran in Quest of a Home’, in: Transactions and Proceedings of the 
American Philological Association 90 (1959), p. 143 argues that the reason for the letters being found in Karamis was not 
Tiberianus’s settling there, but Terentianus’s, who brought his family’s papers with him. 
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II. Claudius Terentianus 
 

The name Claudius Terentianus indicates that the author of these letters was a Roman citizen. This 

is further confirmed by the fact that he reveals in one of his letters that he eventually succeeded in 

gaining a transfer to one of the two legions stationed in Egypt.5 This would usually not have been 

possible if he was not a Roman citizen.  

The exact relationship between Terentianus and Tiberianus is not entirely clear. Terentianus 

addresses Tiberianus as “father and lord”6 in his letters. The most obvious relationship, therefore, is 

one between a father and his son. On the other hand, Terentianus also repeatedly refers to two 

people he calls “mother and father”.7 The mother in this case could easily be his biological mother, 

as only one woman is ever given this title by Terentianus. But there are two people whom 

Terentianus calls father: Tiberianus and this second man, who is named Ptolemaios. It is unclear 

which of the two men is his biological father and which role the other then takes.8 This is especially 

relevant because using the words “father” or “lord” in relation to an elder was seen as a sign of 

respect in Rome, not only as a sign of the relationship we nowadays assume when calling a person 

father.  

It is clear, in any case, that Terentianus saw Tiberianus as an important figure in his life and 

one he not only deeply respected, but also cared for, evidenced by the fact that he shows a high level 

of compassion for Tiberianus: he not only corresponds with him often, combined with sending gifts, 

but he also repeatedly emphasises his wish for his elder’s health and wellbeing.9 This suggests that 

the relationship between the two men was one of father and son. 

 As mentioned above, Terentianus wrote letters both in fluent Greek and in fluent Latin. His 

Latin shows signs of his bilingualism with clear Greek influences, in particular, on his word order 

and formulae, whereas his Greek shows no such influences from Latin.10 This leads to the conclusion 

that Terentianus grew up bilingually but surrounded by mostly Greek. This is further supported by 

the fact that he lived in Egypt, a Greek-speaking province. Having a father who spoke Latin would 

therefore explain his being fluent in Latin. Additionally, his letters are written in a style which is 

very close to how he would have spoken, with a noticeable lack of formality.11 This, in combination 

with the fact that he writes in two languages, supports the suggestion that Terentianus might very 

well have been Tiberianus’s son.  

 
5 P. Mich. 8 476.2 v. 
6 P. Mich. 467.1: domino et patri karissimo; P. Mich. 468 1-2: patri suo ed [sic] domino. 
7 P. Mich. 8 467.32; P. Mich. 8 468.46-47. 
8 For a more detailed discussion on the relationship between the two men, cf. Strassi, L’archivio di Claudius Tiberianus, 
pp. 108–126. 
9 I.e. in P. Mich. 8 468 and P. Mich. 8 479 Terentianus mentions the other’s health outside of the standard formulaic 
inquiry. 
10 James N. Adams, The vulgar Latin of the letters of Claudius Terentianus (P. Mich. VIII, 467 –72) (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1977), p. 3. 
11 Adams, The vulgar Latin, pp. 4-5. 
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Lastly, a later letter leaves little doubt in the matter: in this letter, Terentianus talks about a 

prospective wife but assures his father that he would not marry any women Tiberianus did not 

approve of, for as long as Tiberianus lived.12 That Terentianus strives for Tiberianus’s approval not 

only in joining the army but also in his choice of wife is clearly indicative of a relationship between 

a son and his father. 

 

figure 2: P. Mich. 8 468 (recto) 

 

When it comes to Terentianus’s career in the Roman army, the first mention of it is him 

telling Tiberianus that he has enlisted to the classis Alexandrina,13 the fleet stationed in Egypt. The 

word fleet might be a misleading one in this case, however. The Roman army did not have an 

organisation comparable to a navy in the modern sense. Rather, they had multiple classes, which 

 
12 P. Mich. 8 476, 17-20. 
13 P. Mich. 8 467.12 with 16-17.  
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might be best described as naval units. Two of these were constantly stationed in Italy, in Misenum 

and in Ravenna. In addition to these, there were multiple provincial classes, of which the classis 

Alexandrina was one. The difference between the Italian classes and the provincial classes might be 

compared to the difference between legions and auxiliary units. In the early 2nd century AD, Legions 

consisted of about 5,500 Roman citizens; auxiliary units – while their name might suggest they had 

only an auxiliary function, they differed in fact little from the legions in terms of military capabilities 

- consisted of only 500 to 1000 men who did not have to be Roman citizens but would on ending 

their military career gain citizenship. 

Although it is difficult to find sources for exact numbers, the Italian classes presumably 

consisted of up to 40,000 men and were thus able to spare an entire legion, if needed, and still be able 

of operating despite having more than a thousand soldiers fewer than usual.14 The provincial classes, 

on the other hand, presumably consisted of considerably less than 5,500 men. As this also means that 

there were fewer ships being used by provincial classes, there was not only a huge difference in size, 

but also a substantial difference in capabilities between Italian and provincial classes. 15  

The fact that Terentianus joined a provincial classis is very interesting. As he was a Roman, 

he would have been able to join a legion, which would have had better social standing than the 

provincial classis, due to its comparability to auxiliary units. However, he decided to join a classis. 

Although it might be a romantic idea that he joined this unit because of his love for the sea, his 

letters show that the real reason was probably a lot less romantic. When telling his elder about his 

enlistment, he says he “enlisted in the fleet lest I seem to you to wander like a fugitive, lured on by 

bitter hope”.16 This sounds very much as if he enlisted, not because of his own love for the army or 

the sea, but to appease Tiberianus, and the classis Alexandrina might just have been the next best 

unit he could enlist in quickly. This would also explain his wish to later transfer first to a cohort and 

eventually to a legion.17 

Another issue with the classes is the fact that not only soldiers were on the ships, but also 

rowers and other unarmed personnel required for running the ship.18 Whether the soldiers’ chain of 

command was also responsible for the nautical personnel is nearly impossible to decide. For example, 

an optio in a Roman legion was an assistant to the centurio,19 who was in command of a centuria 

consisting of 80 men. Both positions also existed in the classes. It is not clear, however, whether the 

 
14 Tac. hist. 1.87 tells of Otho being able to use his classis, which, after having taken a legion out if its ranks, is still 
described as “strong”; Jorit Wintjes, Die römische Armee auf dem “Oceanus”. Zur römischen Seekriegsgeschichte in 
Nordwesteuropa (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2020), pp. 13-14.  
15 Wintjes, Die römische Armee, pp. 15-16, who also shows that this difference in quality between Italian and provincial 
classes is reflected in the standing and the pay of the respective prefects.  
16 P. Mich. 8 467.16f.: et per eos me probavi in class ne tib[i] paream a spe amar[a] parpa[tum] vagary quasi fugitivom.  
17 P. Mich. 8 468.37f.  
18 For a selection of jobs on such ships: Lionel Casson, Ships and Seamanship in the Ancient world, (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1972), pp. 310–312.  
19 Conor Whately, An Introduction to the Roman Military. From Marius (100 BCE) to Theodosius II (450 CE) (Hoboken: 
Wiley Blackwell, 2021), p. 84. 
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positions were the same as they were in a legion, and whether these men only commanded soldiers, 

or whether their authority also extended over rowers and sailors.20 

 

III. The Dolabra 
 

Terentianus and Tiberianus did not only exchange letters. In Terentianus’s letters, he also keeps 

telling his elder what he had received from and, in return, sent him. This also gives an insight into 

how sending and receiving packages worked in Rome: as there was no official postal service as is 

common in our modern, Western world, packages and letters were handed to people who happened 

to travel in the right direction. To make sure that the person on the receiving side knew whether 

everything that was sent also arrived, packages were often accompanied by letters describing the 

items sent.21 From the letters by Terentianus it is clear that it was not uncommon for them to send 

each other items, often items of clothing or food.  

In the same letter in which 

Terentianus informs Tiberianus about his 

joining the classis Alexandrina, he also 

asks to be sent a list of items consisting of 

different items of clothing, tools and even 

weapons.22 The fact that he asked for 

weapons gives weight to the assumption 

that he did, in fact, sign up as a soldier and 

not only join the classis as a rower or 

sailor, as this would be the most obvious 

explanation for a need of weapons. 

One of the tools Terentianus asked 

for is particularly interesting: the dolabra. 

This was a form of pickaxe, which was 

mostly used for building ditches or 

clearing away scrubs.23 In some instances 

it was also used as a weapon in battle to 

penetrate armour.24  

 
20 Casson, Ships and Seamanship, pp. 312-313. 
21 P. Mich 8 467: Here, Terentianus even describes this practice and asks Tiberianus to take special care with it. 
22 P. Mich. 8 468.24–27. 
23 Mike C. Bishop /Jonathan C. N. Coulston, Roman Military Equipment. From the Punic Wars to the fall of Rome, (London: 
Batsford, 1993) p. 104. 
24 Tac. ann. 3.46 describes the use of dolabrae as weapons during the Revolt of Sacrovir in 21 C.E. 

figure 2: A dolabra’s head. Adapted from 
Sheppard S. Frere et al., ‘Brandon Camp, 
Herefordshire’, in: Britannia 18, 1987, p- 80.  
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What is it that makes this weapon so interesting? In a later letter, Terentianus asks to be sent 

another one, explaining that the first had been taken from him by his optio.25 Why would the optio 

take away Terentianus’s first dolabra? One answer might be that Terentianus was not supposed to 

have a dolabra. This does not seem to be a very likely explanation, however. Due to the very specific 

nature of this tool, it seems highly unlikely that Terentianus wanted to have one if he did not need 

it. In addition, directly following his explanation that the optio had taken his dolabra, Terentianus 

writes: “but I am grateful to him for furnishing me … ”.26 Although this sentence is not complete, it 

does seem to indicate that the optio took away the dolabra Tiberianus had sent but replaced it with 

something else, possibly a different dolabra, perhaps one of standard issue.  

This leads to another possibility: that Terentianus’s dolabra was not standard issue. An 

important factor against this being the sole issue is, however, that if this were the case, the entire 

circumstance of Terentianus asking his father for several items would not make any sense since 

based on his experience of the army it must have been clear to Tiberianus that these items would 

most likely be taken away. Therefore, the practice of bringing your own gear cannot have been 

entirely uncommon. In addition, if it had been the fact that the dolabra was not allowed because it 

was not standard issue, why would Terentianus only ask for a new dolabra and not for the entire list 

of weapons again? Why would he even ask for new ones if it was clear that they, again, would be 

taken? Therefore, the problem was clearly not only that it was not the standard army issue.  

 What could have added to the problem of it not being standard issue might have been that 

the dolabra did not meet some sort of regulation that may have existed for gear that was brought in 

by soldiers themselves. This would explain why Tiberianus sent Terentianus a dolabra in the first 

place: because it was generally a common practice to have one’s own gear and therefore 

Terentianus’s request was not problematic for Tiberianus. The optio’s decision to take the tool 

therefore might have simply stemmed from some special regulation that Tiberianus and Terentianus 

did not know about or that they thought they could ignore, in the assumption that it would not 

necessarily be noticed if they ignored this regulation. A possible regulation the tool might not have 

fulfilled could, for example, have been regarding its sheath. The sheaths of these tools were 

 
25 P. Mich. 8 468.27–30. 
26 P. Mich. 8 468.29f.: sed gratias illi ag[o me]liorem aliami praestat ed preaterea oro. 
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sometimes decorated with pendants.27 In addition, it was not uncommon for soldiers to have 

specially decorated weapons. There have been several finds of highly decorated sheaths from the 

Roman army. Having decorated sheaths, especially of pugiones, a type of dagger that every soldier 

owned, no matter where he served and what rank he had, seems to have been a status symbol.28 

 The latter option would therefore indicate the following: It was not uncommon for soldiers 

in the Roman army to acquire or decorate their own gear, but the gear they used had to comply with 

at least some sort of regulations. If it did not, it could be taken away from them. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

 

Claudius Terentianus and his letters truly present a unique window into the lives of Roman soldiers, 

one that deserves to be seen. Perhaps the current exhibition at the British Museum – Legion: life in 

the Roman army – might help boost their prominence, as Terentianus plays a key role in this 

exhibition and has even been made into a character for the children’s sketch show Horrible 

Histories.29  

 Not only does Claudius Terentianus grant a unique insight into life as a Roman soldier, but 

his letters also show that not a lot has changed in the past 2000 years: Fashionable gear has been 

preferable to standard issue, whether superiors are happy about it, or, as in Terentianus’s case, not 

happy. Even getting it taken away does not diminish the wish for better gear than the army will 

hand out. This is not where the similarities between life as a Roman soldier and lives of soldiers 

today stop. Further research might be made to compare the worries about appropriate footwear 

shown by Terentianus30 and soldiers today. 

Finally, it is important to note that Terentianus is not the only author of letters which might 

help gain knowledge about day-to-day life in the Roman army. For example, a letter dating to the 

late 1st century by a certain Cutos, a Roman army soldier very little is known about, and his use of 

the strange word sixoplixo instead of sesquiplicario31 might help answer the question whether 

military slang was already used among the Roman army. 

 

 
A graduate in history and English, Teresa Ó Dúill is a full-time postgraduate student of history and teaches in 
the English department at the Julius-Maximilians-University Würzburg. 
  

 
27 Bishop/Coulston, Roman Military Equipment, p. 104. 
28 Marcus Junkelmann, Die Legionen des Augustus. Der römische Soldat im archäologischen Experiment (Mainz: Zabern, 
1986), 191.  
29 Graham Barker et al, Legion: life in the Roman army. Large print guide (British Museum, 2024, online: 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/exhibitions/legion-life-roman-army/large-print-guide). 
30 P. Mich. 8 468.24-25. 
31 As can be seen in O. Did. Inv. 334.3. 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/exhibitions/legion-life-roman-army/large-print-guide
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The Feldl Kartätschgeschütz – Bavaria’s first machine gun 

Jorit Wintjes 

 

I: Introduction. 

 

More than a century after the establishment of the Reichswehr, it is nowadays common to approach 

German military history by looking backwards from the end of World War II. The picture which 

then emerges is one in which the Wehrmacht directly evolved from the Reichswehr, the brainchild 

of Hans von Seeckt, who had formed the armed forces of the Weimar Republic from the shattered 

remains of the German imperial army. That army had in turn come about as the result of Prussian 

successes in the German Wars of Unification, culminating in the defeat of France in the War of 

1870/71. Prussian successes were not the least due to the activities of Helmuth von Moltke, under 

whose leadership what had essentially been a second-rate army turned into Europe's premier 

fighting force. The foundation for Prussian success however lay in the reforms by Gerhard von 

Scharnhorst and his fellow reformers, who rebuilt the Prussian army after the catastrophic defeat of 

1806 at the hands of Napoleon. This defeat had once and for all shattered the reputation of the old 

Prussian army, a reputation originally won by Prussian king Frederick the Great on the battlefields 

of the Seven Years' War. He employed an army built up by his father, leading to a position of 

European prominence a Prussia that his great-grandfather, the Grand Elector, had first established 

as a power, if only of secondary importance, on the European stage by successfully fighting Sweden, 

one of the major powers of the time. 

Going by that narrative, German military history is essentially a continuation of Prussian 

military history with a line of development running from the Grand Elector down to World War II. 

Interestingly, this narrative is accepted as the common ground for very different approaches to 

German history - the quest for the elusive "German way of war" has had some interpreters compare 

the supposed operational excellence of certain German World War II generals with the actions of 

Frederick the Great,1 while attempts at explaining the blood-chilling atrocities committed by German 

forces in World War II have led others to look at how tactical aggressiveness may have led to a 

culture of applying inordinate amounts of violence to combatants and non-combatants alike.2 In both 

cases the assumption of a German military history going back to for example the Grand Elector is 

compelling and certainly useful to the argument.  

There is only one problem: the assumption is actually seriously flawed. While Prussia's role 

in shaping German military history was certainly prominent, at least during the second half of the 

19th century, Prussian military history was even then only one of several "military histories" that 

only together made up what is probably best called the military history of German-speaking central 

Europe, just as the Prussian army was only one of several German-speaking armies. And while the 
 
1 See eg Robert M. Citino, The German Way at War (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2008). 
2 See eg Isabel V. Hull, Absolute Destruction. Military Culture and the Practices of War in Imperial Germany (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2005). 
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foundation of the German Empire in 1871 did reduce the number of these armies considerably, it did 

not reduce them to just two - Austria and Prussia - but in fact to five, as the armed forces of the new 

German empire were composed of the four armies of Prussia, Saxony, Baden and Württemberg as 

well as that of Bavaria. While the Saxon, Baden and Württemberg armies were to various degrees 

integrated into the Prussian army, the Bavarian army was not, only coming under the command of 

the German emperor in times of war. And even then, that command was essentially confined to 

operational control; Bavarian army units still retained considerable independence. 

One could therefore argue, as this author has done elsewhere,3 that from an organisational 

perspective German military history was first and foremost characterised by its variety, right down 

to 1871 if not 1919. Of course, organisation is only one aspect of any military establishment, and one 

might ask whether the variety observed on the political and organisational level was actually 

mirrored when it came to equipment and technology. The decades preceding the establishment of 

the German empire are particularly interesting here, as politics in German-speaking central Europe 

became ever more dominated by the antagonism of Prussia and Austria, with smaller powers turning 

either to the one and the other. One would therefore expect that, given their political dominance, 

arms acquisition reflects that antagonism, and smaller powers acquired either Prussian or Austrian 

weaponry, depending on their alignment. When it came to Bavaria, however, that was not the case, 

with the Bavarian army choosing a very different path from that of Prussia or Austria; the present 

article sheds some light on one specific piece of Bavarian military technology, the first mechanical 

machine gun adopted into service by any German-speaking military. 

 

II. Small arms revolution in the 19th c. – Prussia versus Bavaria. 

 

The rapid technological progress which was a key characteristic of the 19th c. had an impact on the 

battlefield that was nothing short of dramatic. While muskets had for decades if not centuries been 

short-range weapons of extremely limited accuracy and doubtful reliability, inventions like the 

percussion cap significantly increased their capabilities; and although well into the 1860s muzzle-

loading muskets were used by most armies of the industrialized world, a revolution in gun design 

was just around the corner. Already in 1841, the Zündnadel-Infanteriegewehr M/1841, a Dreyse-type 

needle gun firing a 15.43mm projectile, had been introduced to the Prussian army, and after a slow 

start the rifle had become the standard service weapon of the Prussian infantry by the early 1850s.4 

The Dreyse gun, while not directly responsible for the Prussian military successes in 1864 and 1866, 

was nevertheless little short of revolutionary; as a breech-loader it offered a significant increase in 

 
3 Jorit Wintjes, 'German Army Culture, 1871 - 1945', in: Peter H. Mansoor/Williamson Murray (ed.), The Culture of 
Military Organizations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 100-120. 
4 Hans-Dieter Götz, Militärgewehre und Pistolen der deutschen Staaten 1800-1870 (Stuttgart: Motorbuch, 1978), pp. 290-
307. Wilhelm von Ploennies, Das Zündnadelgewehr. Beiträge zur Kritik der Hinterladerwaffe (Darmstadt/Leipzig: Zernin, 
1865). 
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rate of fire and much easier fighting from concealed positions, both of which would have a 

considerable impact on the development of Prussian infantry tactics. 

While over the next two decades, various variants of the infantry rifle were developed, the 

Prussian army also looked into equipping its cavalry with suitable sidearms. As the advantages of 

system commonality were evident even back then, a Dreyse system cavalry carbine was introduced 

in 1857; attempts at producing a matching cavalry pistol, however, failed, and the Zündnadel-Pistole 

M/1856 was never adopted for service.5 The Prussian cavalry thus had to fight the wars of 1866 and 

1870/71 with single-shot smoothbore pistols that had little use beyond signalling – or being used as 

a club; during both wars, officers tended to rely on privately purchased weapons as sidearms, usually 

revolvers.6 

While the Prussians were not quite successful at introducing a common system across the 

army, others were experimenting with standardisation as well. When war broke out in 1866, 

Bavarian infantry took to the field still confident in the capabilities of what was arguably the finest 

muzzleloading service rifle ever adopted, the Infanteriegewehr M/58 or Podewils rifle.7 Bavarian army 

leadership had however already from the early 1860s onwards experimented with various breech-

loading systems, and the war only served to hasten the introduction of a new service rifle. Initially, 

the Bavarian army turned to what could best be described as a stop-gap measure by converting 

existing muzzleloaders, turning the Infanteriegewehr M/58 into the Infanteriegewehr M/58/67 or 

Podewils-Lindner rifle,8 a conversion that produced a weapon that was as mediocre as the original 

Podewils rifle was outstanding. By 1869 however, a new rifle was available, the Infanteriegewehr 

M/69 or Werder rifle.9 With a sophisticated falling-block action experienced soldiers could achieve 

a rate of fire of over 20 rounds per minute, earning the rifle its nickname Blitzgewehr ("lightning 

rifle"). 

While initially demand vastly outstripped Bavarian production capabilities, resulting in only 

four Jäger battalions being equipped with the Werder rifle when the Bavarian army went to war in 

1870, eventually it would become the standard service weapon of the Bavarian infantry. In fact, the 

Werder action proved to be so successful that the Bavarian army introduced to its cavalry units both 

a carbine and a pistol, both of which were basically identical in terms of function. The main 

difference was the cartridge: whereas the Werder rifle fired a 11mm projectile with a charge of 4.3g 

black powder, the pistol used a shortened cartridge with a charge of only 2.5g black powder. As 

 
5 Hans-Dieter Götz, Militärgewehre und Pistolen, pp. 308. 
6 It is worth at least a footnote that the Prussian navy held a distinct edge compared to the cavalry when it came to small 
arms, having acquired over 1,000 Colt 1851 “Navy” revolvers after 1856; the guns had been part of two arms shipments 
to Russia seized by Prussian authorities during the Crimean war, see Herbert G. Houze, Carolyn C. Cooper and Elizabeth 
Mankin Kornhauser, Samuel Colt: Arms, Art, and Invention (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), pp. 188-189.. 
7 Hans-Dieter Götz, Militärgewehre und Pistolen, pp. 278-288. Wilhelm von Ploennies, Neue Studien über die gezogene 
Feuerwaffe der Infanterie vol. 2 (Darmstadt/Leipzig: Zernin, 1864), pp. 211-232. 
8 Hans-Dieter Götz, Militärgewehre und Pistolen, pp. 346-352. Joseph Haider, Das königlich bayrische Infanterie-(Podewils-
)Gewehr auf Rückladung abgeändert (Würzburg: Stakel'sche Buch- und Kunsthandlung, 1867). 
9 Hans-Dieter Götz, Militärgewehre und Pistolen, pp. 346-350. Anonymus, Das Werdergewehr in übersichtlicher Darstellung 
für die K. Bayrische Infanterie nebst einer Uebersicht der Rückladungssysteme überhaupt (Eichstätt: Krüll’sche 
Buchhandlung, 1870). 
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providing the cavalry with two different types of 11mm ammunition could have created logistical 

issues it was decided to standardize cavalry weapons on the pistol cartridge; while the latter offered 

performance that could keep up with any contemporary pistol or revolver, it was seriously 

underpowered for a cavalry carbine, and as a result, the Karabiner M/69 turned out to be a 

disappointment, having an effective range well below 200m.10 

Thus, while the Bavarians were somewhat more successful than the Prussians in 

standardizing on one type of action for rifles, carbines and pistols, the decision to design the cavalry 

carbine around the pistol cartridge turned out to be a significant mistake, resulting in weapons of 

inferior performance. In 1869, however, the Bavarian army went one step further than the Prussian 

army in also introducing a mechanical machine gun that was closely related to the Werder rifle – 

the Kartätschgeschütz System Feldl. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

figure 1: Feldl machine gun, front view 

(after Karl-Theodor von Sauer, Atlas zum Grundriß der Waffenlehre, München 1876, tab. XXVI fig. 6) 
  

 
10  
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III. A Bavarian wonder-weapon? The Bavarian Feldl gun 

 

Bavarian interest in salvo guns and mechanical machine guns predated the War of 1870/71. In April 

1869, the Bavarian artillery advisory committee (Artillerie-Beratungs-Kommission) ran a series of 

tests comparing the American Gatling Gun, 

the Belgian mitrailleuse Montigny and a gun 

developed in Bavaria, the Feldl 

Kartätschgeschütz (“canister gun”).11 Very 

little is known about its inventor Johann 

Feldl, an engineer of the Maschinenfabrik 

Augsburg, who seems to have developed a 

prototype already in 1867 which by spring 

1869 had undergone a number of changes 

including the replacement of the original 

barrels with those of the Werder rifle.12 The 

Kartätschgeschütz was a four-barrelled 

weapon not unlike for example the 

Nordenfelt gun, but it differed in one crucial 

aspect from nearly all other contemporary 

multi-barrel mechanical machine guns: each 

of the four barrels had an individual action, 

and each action could be “switched off” in 

case of a stoppage, allowing the remaining 

barrels to continue firing. As each barrel was 

also fed by two magazines for a total of eight magazines in all, the Feldl Kartätschgeschütz was 

theoretically capable of continuous fire at a rate of up to 400 rounds per minute, provided sufficient 

ammunition and spare magazines were available – reloading the magazines with a capacity of 40 

rounds took much longer than emptying them even at lower rates of fire.13 

The Artillerie-Beratungs-Kommission clearly saw potential in the Feldl gun and recommended 

the acquisition of an initial batch of ten guns; eventually, the Bavarian army ministry decided in July 

1869 to have twelve guns produced in the Maschinenfabrik Augsburg.14 It is worth noting that the 

 
11 Otfried Layritz, 'Die Maschinenwaffen und ihre Verwendung', in: Kriegstechnische Zeitschrift 6 (1903), pp. 540-547, 589-
598, p. 544. The Feldl Kartätschgeschütz has so far attracted fairly little scholarly attention. Although it drifted into 
oblivion soon after the war of 1870/71 – it is already absent from F. Holzner’s 1884 account of mechanical machine guns 
(Franz Holzner, 'Mitrailleusen und schnell feuernde Kanonen', in: Mittheilungen über Gegenstände des Artillerie- und 
Genie-Wesens 15, 1884, pp. 1-32) – several contemporary descriptions are extant (see eg Carl Richard Wille, Über 
Kartätschgeschütze (Berlin: Mittler, 1871), .pp. 131-135. 
12 Layritz, ‘Maschinenwaffen‘, p. 344. 
13 Hermann Graf Thürheim, Die Mitrailleusen und ihre Leistungen im Kriege 1870-71 (Wien: R. v. Waldheim, 1872), p. 9. 
14 Johann Feldl, perhaps in anticipation of sustained orders by the Bavarian army obtained patent protection for his gun 
in April 1869 (Anonymus, Regierungsblatt für das Königreich Bayern. 1869 (München: Franz Hübschmann, 1869), p. 718.). 

figure 2: Feldl machine gun; rear view, wheels 
omitted for clarity 

(after Karl-Theodor von Sauer, Atlas zum Grundriß der 
Waffenlehre, München 1876, tab. XXVI fig. 5) 
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Artillerie-Beratungs-Kommission, being, after all, a committee of the artillery branch of the Bavarian 

army, had not looked for an infantry support weapon; rather, mechanical machine guns were seen 

as a potential means of providing artillery batteries with a measure of self-defence at a time when, 

with infantry rifles capable of reaching out to 800m and beyond, canister shot rapidly lost its 

capability to keep enemy infantry at bay. For that purpose, the Feldl Kartätschgeschütz was 

considered to be of only limited use, as its mobility was not significantly better than that of a field 

gun. The Artillerie-Beratungs-Kommission noted however that under certain circumstances it might 

be used to provide infantry with additional volume of fire, and the committee thought it to be 

particularly useful for fortress defence. Interestingly, the army ministry came up with another – and 

quite different – reason for justifying the acquisition of the new weapon system: given the likelihood 

of potential enemies having mechanical machine guns in their inventory it was considered to be 

detrimental to force moral if the Bavarian army could not field similar weapons, even if their actual 

usefulness was limited.15
 

While – and that is quite important to bear in mind – the Feldl Kartätschgeschütz was 

designed, approved, and acquired by the Bavarian army before the war of 1870/71, initially it saw no 

use during that conflict as the twelve guns were all part of the Ingolstadt fortress inventory. 

Exposure to the French mitrailleuse however soon changed this, and early in September 1870 the 

army ministry ordered the formation of a battery of four guns; the 11. Kartätschbatterie (“canister 

gun battery”) left for the front on September 27. Two weeks later a second battery of six guns was 

formed, and two guns were sent after the 11. Kartätschbatterie to bring it up to six guns as well. The 

equipment necessary for bringing the Feldl guns into action was comparable to that of normal field 

guns: the original establishment included four limbers, eight ammunition waggons for a total 

ammunition load of around 22,000 rounds, one field smithy, two additional waggons, 75 horses and 

96 officers and men.16 In command of the battery was Bavarian army captain Herman Graf 

Thürheim, who wrote a brief analysis of the battery’s service that was published in 1872 and is a key 

source for the history of the Feldl Kartätschgeschütz.17 

Arriving in theatre at the beginning of October 1870, Thürheim’s battery was initially tasked 

with supporting the 1. Königlich Bayerische Infanterie-Brigade and saw its first action during the 

operations leading up to the first German capture of Orléans. During the Battle of Artenay on 

October 10, Thürheim was ordered to open fire at enemy infantry holding the Southern edge of the 

village. However, the French were already pulling back, and the fire by the single Feldl gun that 

Thürheim managed to bring into action appears to have been ineffectual.18 About a month later the 

11. Kartätschbatterie took part in the Battle of Coulmiers on November 9, when the two corps of the 

newly formed Loire army forced the first Bavarian corps back by sheer weight of numbers and 

 
15 Thürheim, Die Mitrailleusen, p. 6. 
16 While the limbers were specifically made for the Feldl guns, all the other vehicles of both batteries were of French 
origin, having been captured and adapted for use by the Kartätschbatterien (Layritz, ‘Maschinenwaffen‘, p. 345). 
17 Thürheim, Die Mitrailleusen (originally published as Hermann Graf Thürheim, 'Die Mitrailleusen und ihre Leistungen 
im Feldzuge 1870-71', in: Streffleur's Österreichische Militärische Zeitschrift 12.3 (1871), pp. 237-257. 
18 Layritz, ‘Maschinenwaffen‘, p. 345-346; Thürheim, Die Mitrailleusen, p. 22. 
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inflicted one of the few defeats on German forces that conflict. Thürheim’s battery was involved in 

the heavy fighting around Coulmiers park in the afternoon; while the Feldl guns managed to keep 

French infantry at bay for some time, Bavarian forces were already pulling back, though, and 

eventually the Kartätschbatterie joined the general retreat. In the evening, only three barrels 

remained serviceable, and the battery was effectively out of action19. While some stoppages had been 

the result by mishandling during the hectic fighting, the main cause was quite different – and a 

somewhat surprising and definitely unintentional side-effect of the ammunition commonality with 

the Werder service rifle: Thürheim’s battery had been supplied with charges of Werder ammunition 

that had been considered unsuitable for use in the rifles due to defects in the cartridges, and someone 

had made the not outstandingly brilliant decision that instead of simply discarding these defective 

rounds, they could still be used in the Feldl guns – which, perhaps not too surprisingly, they could 

not.20 

In all, the Bavarian army had clearly expected more of the Kartätschgeschütze, and on 

December 16, Thürheim’s battery was dissolved. The guns were transported back to Bavaria by rail 

while the personnel of the 11. Kartätschbatterie was assigned to various batteries of the 1. 

Feldartillerieregiment, Thürheim himself to 3. Feldartillerieregiment as battery commander, and he 

was clearly unimpressed about the guns he had commanded for the better part of three months. In 

his 1872 article comparing the use of the Mitrailleuse and the Kartätschgeschütz during the war, he 

had little positive to say about either. Before even discussing the relative merits of the two weapons 

he stated that only armies lacking experience would be tempted to introduce mechanical machine 

guns. Incapable of properly supporting the infantry – as they were as cumbersome as field guns – 

such weapons were “bad artillery with extremely limited capability”.21 As for the Feldl 

Kartätschgeschütz Thürheim considered its capability of traversing while firing a significant 

advantage over the Mitrailleuse which was essentially a salvo gun, but he noted that a rapid rate of 

fire not only tired the crew rather quickly – for 300 rounds per minute the wheel moving the action 

had to be turned 150 times – but was also likely to produce a cloud of smoke that made it difficult to 

observe the target. Also, the Feldl gun, firing Werder ammunition, was seriously outclassed by the 

Mitrailleuse when it came to effective range, with the latter having nearly twice the range of the 

former. While Thürheim clearly thought his battery had made a meaningful contribution to the 

Bavarian effort at Coulmiers, his overall conclusion was nonetheless rather damning, even if he 

considered it quite suitable for fortress use: “The mechanical machine gun will never be a useful 

instrument for the battlefield, because it usually is much less capable than either a comparable body 

of infantry or an artillery piece.”22 
  

 
19 Thürheim, Die Mitrailleusen, p. 23. 
20 Otto Morawietz, ‘Die bayerischen Kartätschgeschütze 1870’, in: Zeitschrift für Heereskunde 25, 1961, pp. 26-31, p. 28. 
21 eine schlechte Artillerie mit sehr beschränkter Wirkung und Anwendung (Thürheim, Die Mitrailleusen, p. 7). 
22 Das Kartätschgeschütz ist nun und nimmer ein sehr brauchbares Werkzeug für den Krieg im freien Felde, denn im 
Allgemeinen leistet es weit weniger als ein ihm entsprechender Theil Infanterie oder Artillerie. Thürheim, Die Mitrailleusen, 
p. 24. 
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IV. Conclusion 

 

That, then, is in short, the history of the Feldl Kartätschgeschütz, Bavaria's only home-grown 

machine gun. By the end of the war of 1870/71 the Bavarian army had 14 Feldl guns in storage, and 

five years later they were finally struck off the lists, with most of them sold off. While the Austrian 

army evaluated the Kartätschgeschütz in comparative tests, nothing came of it, the Austrian army 

deciding to buy Gatling guns.23 Of the 14 Feldl guns only one still survives in the Bavarian army 

museum in Ingolstadt. One could argue that it was as exotic as it was unsuccessful, and its overall 

impact on the development of mechanical machine guns was negligible at best. Even so, some 

importance can be ascribed to it that goes beyond purely antiquarian interest into quirky Bavarian 

engineering. 

In fact, there is more to the story of the Kartätschgeschütz: the Feldl machine gun – and in a 

wider context the Werder action firearms in general – are examples of a German state outside Prussia 

facing a specific problem of military technology during the last decades of the black powder era, and 

of that state finding a solution that was every bit as revolutionary as any technological invention 

coming out of Prussia. As noted in the introduction, German military history is often seen simply as 

an extension of Prussian military history, something particularly evident when it comes to the study 

of German post-Napleonic military history. As widespread as this perception may be, it is 

nevertheless quite misguided; right down to the establishment of the German nation state in 1871 

other German states had their own military history following paths very different from, yet quite 

equal to that of Prussia, with small arms and light artillery procurement being one of several 

examples.  

Thus, while both Prussian and Bavarian cavalry entered the war of 1870 with percussion 

muzzle loading pistols with little practical value beyond serving as a signalling instrument, after the 

war Bavarian cavalry was issued Germany's first pistol using metal centrefire cartridges, to be used 

in combination with a carbine version of what was probably the best single shot service rifle ever 

developed, even if that carbine version was significantly inferior to the infantry rifle. Bavarian arms 

procurement showed a clear tendency of preferring home-grown solutions to the problems facing 

the Bavarian army, quite independent from developments in the armies of the two main German-

speaking powers, Austria and Prussia. While the Feldl machine gun, built around the new Werder 

action, failed to have similar success or to even show comparable promise as the service rifle, it can 

still serve as an example of the great variety that is perhaps the single most important characteristic 

of German military history before 1871. 

 

 

 
23 Wille, Über Kartätschgeschütze, p. 133, 135-136.; Anonymus, 'Militair-Literatur', in: Militair-Wochenblatt 56 (1871), pp. 
389-390, p. 390. 
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Should we mention war (again)? Germany’s Zeitenwende and the Search for Military 

Identity 

Georg Löfflmann 

 

In October 2021, the Bundeswehr performed the Große Zapfenstreich (Grand Tattoo) ceremony in 

front of the Reichstag, the seat of the German parliament to honour all German soldiers that had 

served in Afghanistan and to mark an official end of Germany’s 20-year involvement in the conflict. 

The iconic display featuring soldiers holding torches and marching in formation with a military band 

playing both traditional Prussian marches like the Yorksche Marsch (1808/1809), but also modern 

iterations, such as the theme of the HBO series Band of Brothers (2001) was a rare public display in 

the heart of Berlin of a Prussian-German military tradition stretching back centuries, while also 

highlighting the Bundeswehr’s current operations and combat role. Performed in honour of modern, 

democratic Germany’s soldiers and their UN-sanctioned NATO mission, the imagery of the Große 

Zapfenstreich with its torch-lit parade and use of historical rifles triggered a negative backlash on 

social media, where many commentators compared the ceremony to the iconography of the ‘Third 

Reich’.1 The ensuing shitstorm was short-lived, yet it demonstrated how fraught issues of military 

identity and tradition remain in a country whose identity is often described as either pacificist,2 post-

heroic,3 or anti-militarist.4 

The issue of Germans’ readiness and willingness to fight, is, at the same time, discussed in 

Germany and beyond with renewed urgency since the Russian invasion of Ukraine and Chancellor 

Olaf Scholz declaring a historic turnaround or Zeitenwende of German foreign, security and defence 

policy in response. The spectrum of Berlin’s military tasks is daunting: The armed forces need to 

recapitalize after more than twenty years of structural underfunding, which some studies suggest 

have cut as much as 500 billion Euros from subsequent defence budgets as a result of the ‘peace 

dividend’ after 1990.5 The Bundeswehr must provide for the credible conventional deterrence of 

Russia on NATO’s eastern flank with quickly deployable and sustainable land, sea and air forces 

using state-of-the-art equipment. Germany’s military commitment to European security also 

includes the sustained supply of the Ukrainian armed forces with artillery, ammunition, air defence 

systems, infantry fighting vehicles, and modern main battle tanks from German manufacturers. All 

 
1 Carlo Masala, ‘Zapfenstreich: Das schwierige Verhältnis von Bundeswehr und Gesellschaft’, in: Die Welt, 16. October 
2021, https://www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/plus234449052/Zapfenstreich-Das-schwierige-Verhaeltnis-von-
Bundeswehr-und-Gesellschaft.html. The Wachbataillon, the honour guard of the Bundeswehr is the only German 
military unit still allowed to use the Wehrmacht-era 98K carbine, due to the requirements of the traditional Prussian 
rifle drills. All remaining Nazi insignia were removed in 1995. 
2 Anja Dalgaard-Nielsen, 'The Test of Strategic Culture: Germany, Pacifism and Pre-emptive Strikes', in: Security Dialogue 
36 (2005), pp. 339–359. 
3 Heribert Münkler, ‘Der Ukrainekrieg und seine Folgen’, in: Politisches Denken 32 (2022), pp. 11–26. 
4 Frank A. Stengel, ‘Bundeswehr und deutsche Gesellschaft: Die Berliner Republik zwischen Militarisierung und 
Normalisierung’, in Malte Riemann/Georg Löfflmann (ed.), Deutschlands Verteidigungspolitik, Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 
2023, pp. 139-153. 
5 Rich Miller/Alexander Weber, ‘Peace Dividend’ Dwindles as Nations Boost Defense Spending’, Bloomberg, 25 April 
2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-04-25/-peace-dividend-dwindles-as-governments-boost-security-
spending. 

https://www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/plus234449052/Zapfenstreich-Das-schwierige-Verhaeltnis-von-Bundeswehr-und-Gesellschaft.html
https://www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/plus234449052/Zapfenstreich-Das-schwierige-Verhaeltnis-von-Bundeswehr-und-Gesellschaft.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-04-25/-peace-dividend-dwindles-as-governments-boost-security-spending
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-04-25/-peace-dividend-dwindles-as-governments-boost-security-spending
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this will mean significant financial investments in the Bundeswehr in the coming years and decades: 

from procuring new combat aircraft and helicopters for the Luftwaffe, to upgrading the German 

Navy with additional frigates, corvettes and submarines, to restructuring the Army with numerous 

newly acquired systems, such as wheeled armoured vehicles of different types, new rocket artillery 

and additional howitzers, and mobile short-range air-defence systems. These capabilities were either 

severely cut back during the decades of Germany’s ‘peace dividend’ or have been lost completely. 

Significant funds will also need to be allocated for the digitization of command, control and 

communication, as well as for restocking paltry ammunition reserves. The NATO target of 2% of 

GDP for defence expenditures only represents the material and financial minimum of what Germany 

must invest to actually turn the Bundeswehr into the most modern and powerful military in Europe, 

a goal repeatedly stated by Scholz.6 Beyond these substantial material requirements, however, the 

Bundeswehr also needs to retool from a peacetime defence bureaucracy with a mindset dominated 

by administrative over-regulation and the procedural diffusion of responsibility to a war-fighting 

organization oriented at speed, efficacy and adaptability. Instead of stabilization, peacekeeping, and 

nation-building operations in largely permissive security environments like the ones undertaken 

(without success) in Mali and Afghanistan, the ability to fight and prevail in high-intensity combat 

is the new raison d'être.  

On an ideational level, the Zeitenwende is thereby shifting the boundaries of accepted 

discourse towards greater acceptance of military realties and necessities, even if such realties sit 

somewhat uncomfortably with Germany’s established post-Cold War identity as a ‘civilian power’ 

(Maull 2000) and a strategic culture of ‘military reticence’.7 This socio-cultural transformation is an 

intellectual challenge for both the German military and for German politics and society. The 

prominent military historian Sönke Neitzel, for example, has repeatedly criticised the relative lack 

of a ‘warrior identity’ in the armed forces, which he sees as undermining the Zeitenwende efforts.8 

Germany has plenty of ‘PowerPoint warriors’ populating the Bundeswehr’s myriad staff positions 

and command functions goes the charge, but not enough fighters. The German military is indeed a 

top-heavy organization. At the height of the Cold War, West-Germany, then the conventional 

backbone of NATO, fielded an impressive force of 500,000 soldiers and 12 armoured divisions with 

thousands of modern tanks and infantry fighting vehicles, commanded by ca. 200 Generals and 

 
6 Deutsche Welle, Germany: Armed forces must become ‘best-equipped in Europe’, 16 September 2022, 
https://www.dw.com/en/germany-armed-forces-must-be-best-equipped-in-europe-scholz-says/a-63146510. 
7 Georg Löfflmann, Verteidigung am Hindukusch?: die Zivilmacht Deutschland und der Krieg in Afghanistan. Hamburg: 
Diplomica, 2008. 
8 Marina Kormbaki, ‘Militärhistoriker Neitzel: ’Wir können nicht ausschließen, dass deutsche Soldaten in wenigen Jahren 
kämpfen müssen’’, in: Der Spiegel, 30 December 2023,  https://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/bundeswehr-
militaerhistoriker-soenke-neitzel-ueber-die-bedrohung-aus-russland-a-c1d8265b-1225-4ca9-b32b-b27424f2660c. Neitzel 
sees a warrior identity prevalent only in a few select elite formations of the Bundeswehr, especially among the infantry, 
such as the KSK Special Forces unit, the Fallschirmjäger (paratroopers) and Gebirgsjäger (mountain infantry), see Neitzel 
(2020). Neitzel’s proposition of a military ‘warrior identity’ as line of historical continuity stretching from Imperial 
Germany to the Berlin Republic, which exists within, but also separate from the political-ideological and socio-cultural 
context of any given period of German history has been controversially debated in the literature, see, for example, in 
Peter H. Wilson (2022), Iron and Blood: A Military History of the German-speaking Peoples since 1500. Allen Lane. 

https://www.dw.com/en/germany-armed-forces-must-be-best-equipped-in-europe-scholz-says/a-63146510
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Admirals. Today’s Bundeswehr has shrunk to 180,000 soldiers and has about 300 Leopard 2 tanks 

left, but the number of top-level officers has essentially stayed the same. The lack of a ‘warrior 

identity’ Neitzel has identified, however, goes beyond the question of organizational structure and 

directly touches on the question of military tradition and history this essay has opened with.  

Officially, the only accepted lines of historical tradition for the Bundeswehr are the military 

resistance around Colonel Claus Graf Schenk von Stauffenberg and the plotters of July 20th, 1944, 

the Prussian military reforms of the 19th Century spearheaded by Scharnhorst and Gneisenau after 

the defeat against Napoleon, and the Bundeswehr’s own history since 1955. The Traditionserlass 

(proclamation on tradition) was last updated in 2018 and stressed especially the Bundeswehr’s own 

past as source of historical orientation and identity formation for German soldiers and for anchoring 

the military’s place in German society. This reduced historical canon, however, is on itself somewhat 

contradictory and not unproblematic in the context of modern, democratic Germany. Stauffenberg’s 

act of resistance was undoubtedly a heroic deed, but it was also performed by an officer, whose 

political views and attitudes were aristocratic and nationalist rather than liberal and democratic. The 

Prussian reformers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were also animated by a fervent hatred of France, 

now one of Germany’s closest allies. And despite neither the Imperial German Army nor the 

Reichswehr or Wehrmacht offering any accepted lines of tradition, Bundeswehr barracks are still 

named after iconic German Generals such as the ‘desert fox’ Erwin Rommel, or the ‘hero of 

Tannenberg’ Paul von Hindenburg, while the dress uniforms of Luftwaffe and Navy in particular 

share more than a fleeting resemblance with their historical predecessors.  

The officially sanctioned lines of military tradition and concepts such as the Staatsbürger in 

Uniform (citizen in uniform) and Innere Führung (inner guidance) rightfully stress the democratic 

and Constitutional identity of the Bundeswehr after the horrors of the 20th Century unleashed by 

German militarism and Nazism. Yet, they also offer little in the way of establishing a military identity 

for a 21st Century Bundeswehr that may have to send soldiers into combat in defence of its NATO 

allies. Defense Minister Boris Pistorius, successor to the hapless Christine Lambrecht, caused 

somewhat of a stir when he demanded that the armed forces under his command had to kriegstüchtig, 

i.e. ready for war (Larson 2023). Constitutionally, the Bundeswehr, established on 12 November 1955, 

the 200th birthday of the Prussian military reformer, Lt. General von Scharnhorst, can only ever be 

used for defensive purposes and sent into combat alongside Germany’s allies as part of system of 

collective security, such as NATO or the EU; by definition, any war Germany fights can only be one 

fought in response to an outside attack. Part of the problem here is the German language itself with 

words such as Mut (courage), Kampf (combat) and Opferbereitschaft (sacrifice) instrumentalized by 

the Nazi war and propaganda machine to mobilize the German people for ‘total war’. This tainted 

legacy makes it difficult to differentiate a more martial image of today’s Bundeswehr, for example, 

showing soldiers in combat exercises in recruitment posters or videos from the long shadow of the 

Wehrmacht, which still looms large in public consciousness. The new martial sound from Berlin 

nonetheless is starting to shape a new reality, one in which German military power is vital to 
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underwrite European security, the transatlantic partnership, and the support of Ukraine in its fight 

for survival against the Russian invader. The Zeitenwende thus offers the chance to reframe German 

military identity as one not only informed by the horrors of the past, but one committed to the future 

defence of a free and democratic Europe against the forces of authoritarianism and neo-imperialism 

that threaten it. 

 

Dr. Georg Löfflmann is Lecturer in US Foreign Policy at Queen Mary University of London. 
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Mr Putin’s Special Military Operation: A Great Patriotic War Redux? 

Major General (Retd) Mungo Melvin CB OBE MA 

 

 
image 1: A Ukrainian deputy commander, call sign “Chicken”, of the Separate Assault Battalion “Aidar” at 

the positions in the East of Ukraine while shooting a D30 howitzer. February 2024. 
(image: Wojciech Grzedzinski https://war.ukraine.ua/) 

 

When considering the large-scale conflict between the Russian Federation and Ukraine, now 

entering its third year, it is tempting to focus on the ‘here and now’ and to seek to explain what 

appears to be a strategic stalemate. Alternatively, one might be inclined to highlight the recent 

Russian operational gain in forcing the Ukrainians to withdraw from the Donbas town of Avdiivka 

and extrapolate this success into some sort of inevitable victory for Mr Putin. Yet even a cursory 

look at war down the ages should remind us that all conflicts have their own contexts and dynamics. 

Hence outcomes are typically difficult to predict. Furthermore, when considering the tactical and 

technical aspects of the fighting, there appears to be as much continuity (notably in trench warfare 

and the formidable power of artillery) as there is change in the art of war, notwithstanding the rapid 

evolution of military drone technology. So before examining the current state of battle, let alone 

trying to forecast its consequences, it is worth reflecting on the causes of the present war and its 

special character. Thus this article attempts to provide primarily an historical perspective rather than 

https://war.ukraine.ua/
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give a detailed situation report, which is best found in comprehensive online campaign assessments 

produced by bodies such as the Institute for the Study of War.1 

Teachers of war studies in the West, and in particular those working within the hallowed 

halls of joint professional military education establishments, proclaim that the four principal ‘levers’ 

of strategy are diplomatic, information, military and economic, easily recalled in the acronym DIME. 

Yet Mr Putin would surely add two other items to this list: geography and history, as these factors 

have driven his view of the world, and Russia’s place in it. There can be little doubt that he hankers 

after an imperial past in which his country – as a vast continental power – not only dominates its 

‘near abroad’, but also exerts global influence, not least through its nuclear arsenal. Putin does not 

recognise Ukraine as an independent state and regards its westward tilt as an existential threat to 

Russia.2 Therefore the current conflict for him – a proclaimed fight against ‘Nazism’ – has become 

a Second Great Patriotic War in all but name. This consideration has driven several imperatives: 

first, Russia must win, and if necessary at all costs. Secondly, absolutely no opposition to the ‘special 

operation’ in Ukraine or to him personally can be tolerated, as the tragic death of Alexei Navalny on 

16 February 2024 has so cruelly demonstrated. Thirdly, the Russian Federation and its economy must 

be mobilised not only to conduct the present war, but perhaps also to wage a wider one in the future. 

Arguably, Putin sees a showdown with NATO as inevitable. 

In the West, even after two years of witnessing an intense European war, the penny is only 

beginning to drop that the Russian action in Ukraine should demand a fundamental re-think as to 

how NATO and its member states need to respond. The answer lies not only in providing adequate 

assistance for Ukraine to avoid defeat on the battlefield, but, more critically, to ensure that it prevails 

militarily to force Putin to re-examine his options and to end the fighting. Equally importantly, the 

West needs to re-arm sufficiently not only to deter Russia from any further aggression, but also to 

defend itself successfully if its territorial integrity is impugned. Whereas the Baltic states and Poland 

are rapidly ramping up their defence expenditures (with Germany following, belatedly), the UK, for 

one, seems more ready to provide further rhetoric in the battle to come rather than deployable 

military resources, notwithstanding the significant aid given to Ukraine. Unfortunately, mistaken 

policy decisions made in recent years have had profound strategic consequences. The withdrawal of 

substantial British forces from Germany, for example, the military Brexit no one voted for, has 

seriously reduced the ability of the UK to respond rapidly in the defence of Europe. And all bets are 

surely off in NATO if Mr Trump returns to a second term of office in the USA. 

Against this apparently bleak political and strategic backdrop, Russia appears to be in a 

significantly more favourable position than it was at the beginning of 2023. The much-vaunted 

Ukrainian Spring – then Summer – offensive of last year foundered on the strength of the deeply-

echeloned and well-constructed Russian defences. While Russia appears able to absorb losses, 

whether of personnel or materiel, at what seems to be an unsustainable rate, that is certainly not the 
 
1 Available at https://www.understandingwar.org. 
2 See Vladimir Putin, ‘On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians’, 12 July 2021, available at 
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66181. 

https://www.understandingwar.org/
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66181
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case for Ukraine. A long-drawn-out attritional fight favours the Russians for several reasons. First, 

the Russian Federation still has vast reserves to draw on and its burgeoning war economy will ensure 

that its forces will remain supplied in advantageous terms relative to the Ukrainians unless there is 

a correspondingly extensive surge in Western support to Kyiv. Secondly, far from winning Pyrrhic 

victories at great cost, such as those at Bakhmut (May 2023) and Avdiivka (February 2024), the ability 

of Russia to sustain (to us appalling) losses and to keep its forces in the fight has a psychological 

dimension that should not be underestimated. For Mr Putin it demonstrates to the West his 

unshakeable determination to fight on in a way most Western leaders – particularly those of a post-

Cold War generation – cannot begin to comprehend, and so engender a sense of reluctant 

resignation as to the inevitable outcome. Thus from a Russian perspective, far from it being ‘a 

masterclass in how not to fight a war’ (as General David Petraeus and Andrew Roberts have 

claimed3), the quintessential Russian way of warfare, and one as old as the Tsarist and Stalinist days, 

seems to be working in all its brutality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

image 2: Avdiivka under attack (image: Kostiantyn Liberov & Vlada Liberova, https://war.ukraine.ua/) 

 
  

 
3 General David Petraeus and Andrew Roberts, Conflict: The Evolution of Warfare from 1945 to Ukraine (London: William 
Collins, 2023), p. 404. 

https://war.ukraine.ua/
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So what is to be done? Ukraine understands that it needs to adopt a predominantly defensive 

posture this year while the West builds up its military power, particularly in terms of air support, 

artillery munitions and logistics. While armed drones can do the job of some artillery and anti-tank 

missions, for all the spectacular video film footage available, they provide no battlefield panacea. 

They are vulnerable to electronic counter-measures, ground-based fire and not least the weather. It 

is worth recalling here J F C Fuller’s famous ‘constant tactical factor’ in which: 

Every improvement in weapon-power has aimed at lessening the danger on one side by 

increasing it on the other. Therefore, every improvement in weapons has eventually been 

met by a counter-improvement which has rendered the improvement obsolete, the 

evolutionary pendulum of weapon-power, slowly or rapidly, swinging from the offensive to 

the protective and back again in harmony with the pace of civil progress, with each awing in 

a measurable degree eliminating danger.4 

Hence it would be premature to predict the end of either armoured warfare or the value of 

fortifications on the basis of the drone threat, however omnipotent it appears to be presently. So the 

West must supply Ukraine with a combination of both new (drone) and old (artillery) technologies 

at pace and scale for what will be a long haul while adopting a stance that deters future Russian 

aggression. It will require an unprecedented investment in the industrial base not only to arm and 

equip Ukrainian forces, but also to build up the depleted war stocks and inventories of NATO 

countries, including those of the UK.5 It will also need an ongoing effort and commitment to train 

Ukrainian troops, to repair their damaged equipment and to provide medical treatment to their most 

seriously injured. 

After two years of war since the full-scale Russian invasion (and ten years since the 

annexation of Crimea in 2014), it is hard not to be rather pessimistic about Ukraine’s fate. Yet the 

news is not all bad. The Ukrainians have scored some spectacular successes in targeting the ships, 

docks and land installations of the Russian Black Sea Fleet. Its primary base in Sevastopol has been 

attacked frequently and for this reason, together with the losses of ships at sea, Russia has been 

forced to cede control of the western half of the Black Sea. This development has allowed the 

resumption of vital foodstuff exports, notably grain, from Ukrainian ports such as Odesa. Meanwhile, 

Ukrainian air defences have been upgraded significantly over the past year through the supply of 

Western systems such as the US Patriot and the German IRIS-T, and not least by the German Cold 

War era tracked twin air defence gun, the Gepard. The latter weapon has proved particularly 

effective in shooting down Iranian-made Shahed drones. So the war is not going all Russia’s way.  

In conclusion, the outcome of the war will be decided at two levels: primarily on the land 

battlefront and then at the negotiating table, however doubtful this prospect appears currently. In 

the meantime, it remains to be seen whether Ukraine can hang on during the course of 2024 while  

 
4 J F C Fuller, ‘The Influence of the Constant Tactical Factor in the Development of War’, Journal of the Royal Artillery 
57.2 (July 1930), p. 216. 
5 A similar point has been made recently by Michael Clarke. See his article ‘Ukraine must win on a front away from the 
battlefield: the industrial war’, The Sunday Times, February 25, 2024, pp. 14—15. 
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image 3: A Ukrainian serviceman of the 108th Separate Brigade during the launch of the Ukrainian-made 

Vampir hexacopter. It is equipped with a thermal camera and can carry the weight of 15 kg. 
(image: Dmytro Smolienko https://war.ukraine.ua/) 

 

hoping for – and depending upon – increased Western support in order to block and reverse the 

Russian steamroller. Sadly, there are no miracle weapons in the offing to change the enduring basics 

of this, and indeed of any other, war: the strategic calculus of ends, ways and means must be 

harmonised. War has not changed its visceral nature: that of the sacrifice of blood and treasure. 

While Russia has form in this regard, and views itself on the ascendent on the battlefield and beyond, 

has the West the stomach to sustain Ukraine in a long and costly fight and, at worst case, to prepare 

for one itself? Only time will tell. Meanwhile, NATO must re-double its efforts in supporting Ukraine 

for this war will be won on the factory floor as much as on the battle front. 
 
 
 

https://war.ukraine.ua/
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NEWS, REPORTS AND COMMUNICATIONS 
 
 

 

BCMH Spring Conference 2023: “Close Air Support and the Battlefield” (10-11 March) – 

A Personal View 

Andy Grainger 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Close Air Support and the Battlefield (image: RAF Museum) 

 

Putting together these notes for Jorit Wintjes’ first issue of Mars & Clio I was surprised to discover 

that I had set out for our 2023 Spring Conference on Thursday 9th March from a snowbound 

Nottingham. I was less surprised to find that on arrival in London that afternoon the Piccadilly Line 

stuttered and then expired at about 9pm. 

Members will know that the RAF Museum is not in the heart of London but at the former 

Hendon aerodrome, nearest tube Colindale. This is a highly appropriate location for the Museum 

where a rich aviation history complements the artefacts and stories told inside. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hendon_Aerodrome. It is something of a trek but I met Stuart 

Sampson on the way and together we confronted the icy wind blowing into our faces during the 

fifteen minute walk to the entrance gates. But the trek had only just begun. Building works had 

closed off the most direct route to the Lecture Hall requiring us to follow a circuitous route 

designated by intermittent signage. Eventually we were stymied - in the Bomber Command hangar. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hendon_Aerodrome


Mars & Clio, Spring 2024 
 

32 

 

There were three possible routes in front of the Lancaster - perhaps its crew had experienced similar 

problems finding Berlin - until another group arrived and we were able to follow them to the Lecture 

Theatre. Per Ardua ad Astra indeed. 

Hearty congratulations are due to Harry Raffal for putting together our Conference. After 

his concerns on numbers I thought it might be three people and a dog but in fact 30 to 40 people had 

turned up. Hard to remember that this was not long after Covid and people were still adjusting to 

face to face events. 

 

Programme (see https://www.rafmuseum.org.uk/app/uploads/2023/01/BCMH_2023-conference-programme.pdf) 
 

Friday 10th March 
 

Welcome and Introduction by Harry Raffal and Bill Philpott 
 

Close Air Support in (and beyond) the First World War 

Michael Terry: ‘Everything was Sheer Chance’: 46 Squadron’s Experiences with Close 

Air Support on the Western Front, 1917-1918  

Geoffrey Holt: Close Air Support to the Tank Corps in the First World War: A 

Developing Success  

Mike Meech: Calling for Close Air Support: The Counter Attack Patrol Aeroplane 

and the Central Information Bureau System, 1918  

William Sheehan The Politics of Close Air Support in Ireland 1919-21: The Evolution of 

Co-operation between the British Army and the Royal Air Force. 
 

Lunch 
 

Developing and Meeting the Demands of Close Air Support 

Stephen Moore Fighter-Bomber Operations During the Battle of Britain  

Clive Richards The Development and Employment of Aerial Rocket Artillery 

Helicopters by the US Army, 1963-1972  

Jordan David  Developing and meeting the demands of CAS in the Korean War  
 

Tea & Coffee 
 

Developing and Meeting the Demands of Close Air Support 

Paul Stoddart Squaring the Triangle: Struggling to Meet the Opposing Demands of 

CAS, Interdiction and Air Superiority  

Gerald White  Close Air Support and the Battlefield  

Lukasik Sebastian “New Vistas of Usefulness”: William C. Sherman and the Development 

of Ground Attack Aviation in the United States, 1919-1927  
 

Drinks Reception 
 

Post-Day One Discussion at The Beaufort  

https://www.rafmuseum.org.uk/app/uploads/2023/01/BCMH_2023-conference-programme.pdf
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Saturday 11th March 
 

Close Air Support and the Second World War 

John Alexander Air Power in the Land Battle: Bernard Law Montgomery and Joint 

Air/Land Operational Art  

Bill Pyke Operations STRANGLE and DIADEM: Assessing the Impact of Tactical 

Airpower in support of the Allied ground forces. Central Italy, March-

June 1944  
 

Tea & Coffee 
 

Keynote 
 

Seb Cox  Enabling Close Air Support  
 

Lunch 
 

Contemporary Close Air Support 

Raimondo Mark The Indian Experience of Close Air Support Delivery and the Evolution 

of the Activity  

Samuel Oyewole Close Air Support in Global-South Conflicts: The Nigerian Military 

Experience Since 1967  

Viktoriya Fedorchak Close Air Support in the Russia-Ukraine War: The Symbiosis of 

Manned and Unmanned Aircraft Towards Multi-Domain Integration 

in Future Operations  

Fergus MacDonald  RAF Tornado Close Air Support in Afghanistan – Lessons and 

Legacies  
 

Closing Remarks 

 

Following his short Welcome talk Harry closed with a very good and quick summary emphasizing 

what the BCMH could do for students. He even thanked me for coming up with the idea of the 

Conference - even though I had done nothing! 

The Conference then opened with an excellent Panel on the origins of Close Air Support 

(CAS) during and just after the First World War. It was especially effective as the four speakers all, 

unintentionally, dovetailed. The first one on the literature of air combat by Michael Terry looked at 

CAS through the Literature especially through Winged Victory, the autobiographical novel by V M 

Yeates who served in 46 Squadron. Although the protagonists in the novel – as in much of the 1918 

campaigns – spend most of their time on deadly and therefore hated CAS missions Michael explained 

that the narrative had been taken over by the Knights of the Air people even during 1918. The 

'immediate and direct' support stuff, crucial at the time was just airbrushed out even by the 

participants. William Sheehan gave a very interesting paper on airpower v the IRA in 1921 in which 

he explained that there was a lot of reluctance to arm aeroplanes in what was seen as a police action. 

All three of the last papers described the bureaucracy that was set up to co-ordinate tanks, aircraft 
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and artillery in late 1918 and which I found particularly interesting as I was involved in that sort of 

activity in the late 1980's.  

Over lunch I split from my usual contacts to try and talk to some of the faces that were new 

to me. One fellow in a remarkably flamboyant jacket was looking at the Caribbean and aircrew in 

WW2 for a PhD. His friend was looking at Indian pilots in the RAF. Both were interested in the 

Journal and the possibilities BCMH can offer. Then I bumped into Tim Gale who had been doing the 

same thing and had already met them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bill Philpott opens the first Panel (image: author) 

 

Some have described the delivery of Airpower as a fair weather sport and this appeared to be borne 

out during the afternoon. One speaker was only available via a pre-recorded zoom and another was 

snowed-in in Sheffield. We did have a very good talk by a Sebastian Lukovic from Montgomery, 

Alabama – about developments in the US in the 1920’s. I had quite a chat with him over the wine 

reception later. I put it to him that the UK was the global power post 1918 yet our Army and Navy 

thought small. The US was isolationist yet they developed the plans and doctrines that served them 

in WW2. How was this? His view – and I do hope I have reported him fairly – was that the US was 

a big country. The Air Force got a disproportionate share of the budget. The Pacific Naval bases were 

miles from Washington. Post 1918 the budgets were cut but the services did not cut education. Thus, 

despite isolationism, the US forces were actually well prepared mentally for global war in the 1940's. 

Britain, despite actual involvement in Imperial operations in that period wasn't. Sebastian was not 

attending the SMH Conference in San Diego but said we would enjoy it. And indeed, I attended at 

least two papers there on War Plan Orange https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_Plan_Orange in 

which the US prepared, amongst other things, aviation designs for long distance oceanic warfare 

well before Pearl Harbour.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_Plan_Orange
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The BCMH had funded the Wine reception and following it many of us repaired to the nearby 

Beaufort for further discussion and refreshment. I enjoyed speaking with Stephen Moore who had 

talked about Erprobungsgruppe 210 in the Battle of Britain and who had been the runner-up to the 

Michael Howard Prize in 2022.  

The second day of the Conference on the Saturday started well; a side entrance to the 

Museum had been opened today which slightly reduced the trek to the Lecture Theatre.  

We listened to papers on three World War Two campaigns - France 1940, the Western Desert 

and Monte Cassino. There were some clear conclusions - you can only do Close Air Support if you 

have at least partial command of the air, army-air co-operation and procedures and pilots and 

personnel with some experience and familiarity with what they are doing. Even then, losses will 

probably be high and the aircraft could probably do more damage bombing different types of target. 

I enjoyed John Alexander’s paper on Monty, described by one of his colleagues as the most air-

minded General he had ever met. This may have been because in 1917/18 Monty was on the staff of 

IX Corps and then GSO1 of 47 Div so would have participated in the procedures we had discussed 

yesterday. When training in the 20's and 30's he always had an RAF officer take part. In his report 

on the French campaign in 1940 he made no mention of the German air force whereas everyone else 

whinged about Stukas. Monty had trained 3rd Div to move at night and use camouflage. 

Seb Cox's keynote emphasised that U.S. and British forces since 1942 have always assumed 

that they will have air superiority. Nevertheless CAS is very complicated to get right. In Iraq and 

Afghanistan there was, frankly, not much else for them to do but that does not mean it is easy since 

so much has to be done to avoid friendly fire and hitting civilians.  

Over lunch I managed to look round the Art Gallery which offered some remarkable 

documents. There was a watercolour of the Winter Gardens in Blackpool packed with rows of desks 

and lines of people learning Morse Code. A big building in Leamington Spa where they made 

camouflage nets. A drawing of rows of damaged propellers awaiting repair. There was a portrait of 

a named Nigerian airman but no information about him because personnel files in Nigeria are closed 

for 75 years after he left the service. The painting of a kamikaze crashing onto the deck of HMS 

Formidable by an artist who witnessed it was however strangely undramatic.  

The final Panel in the afternoon brought us up to date. A Nigerian spoke on Zoom about the 

various and significant involvements of his country's armed forces in Africa. His powerpoints were 

good and well-organised. In the room we had a Forward Air Controller (FAC) who had done four 

tours in Iraq and four in Afghanistan followed by a gentleman who had flown Tornadoes from 1992-

2019. It can take 30 minutes before weapons are released including sign-off by the Legal dept. It was 

all highly professional and I was rather pleased they were on our side. At the end I remarked to the 

FAC that my service in Germany in the 1980's now seemed prehistoric. He replied that they were 

now having to relearn what we did. The Tornado pilot said that it was discovered very quickly in 

Gulf War 1 that the Cold War doctrine of low-level attacks on the Iraqi airfields was wrong. Very 

high casualties from AA plus risks of flying into the ground. I remember thinking at the time that 
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attacking the enemy at his strongest point (hardened and well defended airbases) had Melchettian 

overtones, at the very least.  

The final panellist was a Ukrainian academic teaching in Sweden. The campaign is being 

fought in conditions of 'mutual air denial' ie it is very difficult to fly air operations. Opportunities do 

occur but they are fleeting. Fixed wing, rotary and various drones all have different advantages and 

disadvantages. You need a range of capabilities depending on the situation which can be very 

variable particularly as much combat takes place in urban areas. You fight with what you have. Much 

air ie drone capability is devolved as even individual platoons require their own drones for recce if 

nothing else. Software development is continuous and often local. She did not say so but one felt 

that we were looking at a type of war that is in its infancy. One can find a weapon or process that 

will work but cost and manufacturing capacity dictates what you can acquire. Again, she did not say 

so, but pre-1914 and 1939 all the big powers had very large defence industries. Even then they had 

to ramp up munitions production by orders of magnitude in WW1 and again in WW2. One does not 

detect that happening now. 

It did seem to me that technology does have a big part to play; it always has in air warfare. 

The two RAF people had photos of their planes and ran through the technologies on them. A few 

years ago they programmed their guided bombs, loaded them onto the plane and attacked the target. 

Now they can reprogram them in the air in what sounded like a hyper-sophisticated computer game. 

Indeed the Tornado pilot said that simulators were essential training and briefing aids nowadays. 

You can rehearse any aspect of an attack multiple times. In this respect western technology does 

seem to have significant advantages over Russian but how relevant that is in toe-to-toe trench 

warfare is another matter. 

Off to the Beaufort again but no ale. Apparently a big crowd from the RAF Museum came in 

yesterday and drank it all...  

The Conference had started with Michael Terry’s paper on CAS over France in 1918. Aircrew 

and aircraft losses were extremely heavy and the psychological pressures on the survivors were 

extreme. As a brown job I am reluctant ever to offer any credit to those in light blue but by the end 

of the Conference I was pretty much persuaded that CAS is one of the least effective tasks to which 

aircraft can be put. If you wish to suppress or destroy ground targets on the front line then artillery 

is much more cost-effective and much less weather dependent. That said – whether over the Western 

Front in 1916, flying over the IRA in 1921, spotting in France 1940 or cruising over Normandy in 

1944 I did wonder if the greatest value of an aeroplane is its mere existence. Their guns and bombs 

seemed to be relatively ineffective except they when they scored a blue on blue but the ever-seeing 

eye imposed crippling delay and intimidation on their enemies skulking in the fields and woods 

below. 

Many thanks to Harry Raffal, the team at the RAF Museum and all the speakers for the hard 

work, stimulating papers and enjoyable conversations at the Conference. 
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Thomas Cornish and his “turtle” gunboat. 

Jorit Wintjes 

 

 

I. Introduction 

 

The 19th c. saw one of the greatest revolutions in the history of warship design since the beginning 

of the early modern period. From the Armada to Trafalgar and beyond, warships, while looking 

outwardly different depending on the taste of the period, all followed the same fundamental design 

principles: propelled by sails they mounted broadside batteries of smoothbore cannons firing either 

shot or grape, with the construction of the hull providing a modicum of protection, depending on its 

thickness. In that respect, the English galleon Swiftsure which took part in the Armada battles, was 

not fundamentally dissimilar to the 1804 HMS Swiftsure which fought at Trafalgar, and the latter's 

captain William Gordon Rutherford was limited in his tactical decisions in much the same way as 

was John Goring commanding its 1588 namesake. 

By the 1850s however, things 

began to change quite rapidly. Steam had 

been introduced during the early decades 

of the century, and its effect was nothing 

short of dramatic: it changed the tactical 

environment completely as it allowed 

manoeuvring in battle independent from 

wind, and by the early 1870s, the first 

ocean-going warships without any sails 

had made their appearance in the Royal 

Navy. New developments in gun 

construction resulted in shipborne 

artillery getting both bigger and much 

more effective, with smoothbore 

cannons making way to large, rifled 

muzzleloaders and explosive shells 

proving to be nothing short of 

devastating against wooden ships. Partly 

as a result of improvements in shipborne 

artillery, armour became an important element of warship construction from the early 1860s 

onwards. After initial experiences in the Crimean War, navies in the industrialized world started 

experimenting with the construction of armoured ships, so-called ironclads, resulting in the first sea-
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going ship of that type, the French Gloire, or HMS Warrior, the first British ironclad, or USS Monitor, 

a revolutionary design introducing a rotating turret with an armament of two heavy guns.1 

This "ironclad revolution" in ship design not only set into motion a race between gun and 

armour design which would continue into the 20th c., it also resulted in warships entering the navies 

all across the globe that in outward appearance were very much unlike anything seen before; 

comparing the already-mentioned USS Monitor with HMS Victory makes this all too obvious. 

Residual knowledge in naval architecture was perceived as rapidly losing much of its value, and ship 

designers had to venture into the unknown more often than not, sometimes resulting in radical 

departures from traditional approaches to warship design. This opened the door to engineers like 

John Ericsson, John Luke Porter or Cowper Phipps Coles, each of whom left a lasting impression on 

the navies they worked for, but it also made room for designers and inventors from a wide variety 

of backgrounds trying to sell their inventions either directly to military authorities or, when 

unsuccessful, to the general public. 

 

II. Thomas Cornish and his “turtle” gunboat 

 

One of these examples is an ironclad gunboat designed by a Thomas Cornish and published in 1885 

near the end of the ironclad era.2 Cornish had a certain background in engineering, though not in 

naval architecture. Born in 1832 in Somerset into the family of glove manufacturer Robert Cornish, 

he emigrated to Australia around 1855 and started a successful career in the mining industry of 

Australia, eventually returning to England in 1880. He settled in London and became both a 

successful consultant for the mining industry and a rather prolific writer on all matters related to 

mining, culminating in a major study on the supposed importance of gold mining for the national 

economy published in 1884.3 A year later he had an illustrated article published in The Illustrated 

Navy and Army Magazine, at the time a fairly new publication, proposing an ironclad gunboat of a 

rather unconventional design. While not a nautical architect by training, Thomas Cornish had a 

certain amount of experience in nautical engineering, having gained some recognition of the 

invention of ship fittings specifically designed to serve as flotation devices in case of a shipwreck, 

for which he had tried to get patent protection in 1880.4 These fittings included mattresses, couches 

 
1The literature on various aspects of the ironclad revolution is quite extensive; for introductory overviews see eg James 
Phinney Baxter, The Introduction of the Ironclad Warship. With an Introduction by Donald L. Canney (Annapolis: Naval 
Institute Press, 2001/1933); Warren Berry, The Pre-Dreadnought Revolution. Developing the Bulwarks of Sea Power (Stroud: 
The History Press, 2013), pp. 17-57. 
2 Anonymous, ‘Cornish’s Armour-clad Ship’, in: The Illustrated Navy and Army Magazine 2, 1885, pp. 339-341. For basic 
biographical information see his obituary in Central Somerset Gazette, June 18, 1904, p.5; see also 
https://butleigh.org/butleighpeople/ButleighPeopleC.html for further information on his family. Thomas Cornish had 
two brothers, William Robert (1828-1897) who rose to the position of surgeon-general in the Madras presidency, and 
Henry (1837-1915), who went to India as well and founded the Madras Times, and four sisters, Mary Ann (1828-1905), 
Elizabeth (1828-1903), Hannah Mathilda (1835-?) and Emma (1840-1889). 
3 Thomas Cornish, Our Gold Supply. Its Effects on Finance, Trade, Commerce and Industries (London. Eden Fisher, 1884). 
4 Anonymous, ‘Cornish’s Patent Life Saving Appliances’, in: The Marine Engineer, April 1, 1882, p. 16. 

https://butleigh.org/butleighpeople/ButleighPeopleC.html
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and seats as well as a life buoy of his own design; it is unclear whether they were commercially 

successful.5 

Thomas Cornish’ gunboat was 

designed with for main requirements in 

mind: it was to be well-protected against 

both ramming and artillery fire, have 

maximum stability, be capable of turning 

very tightly and consume as little coal as 

possible. In order to meet these 

requirements Cornish chose a twin-hull 

configuration; however, judging by his 

drawings the gunboat was not a “true” 

catamaran as the section between the two 

hulls was below the waterline as well. Both 

hulls were to be fitted with engines, 

allowing for redundancy in case of one hull 

being flooded. In addition, above the 

waterline most of the ship was protected by 

a turtle-shaped armour, letting Cornish 

claim that is gunboat was “one of the safest 

ever designed”.6 At 130 feet it was almost 50 

feet shorter than USS Monitor, yet with 64 

feet it had more than 20 feet more beam, 

and nearly twice the draught. It was fitted 

with a ram and armed with eight guns, two each firing ahead and astern, and two on each broadside. 

While Cornish did not specify the type of gun, the drawing suggests rifled muzzle-loaders, which 

may hint at his design actually dating back a few years before its actual publication; by 1885 a new 

generation of breech-loading guns had already appeared. The turtle-shaped superstructure was 

protected by steel armour of 3.5in near the waterline, thinning to 2.5in above the gun deck and 

backed by layers of wood and cork. A key feature of the ship, which was supposedly highly 

manoeuvrable – though Cornish did not explain how this desirable capability was to be attained – 

was its ram “of a formidable type”;7 another important ‘feature’ the designer failed to mention (or 

show in his drawings) was the bridge; it is unclear from which position the ship was to be 

commanded. A funnel and two masts with fighting tops completed the design.  

 
5 One might add that he was far from alone in thinking about new flotation devices; in 1882 alone, there were three 
patent applications for newly designed lifeboats and 15 life buoys and other life preservers beside that of Thomas Cornish 
(Anonymous, Subject Matter Index of Patents Applied For and Patents Granted For the Year 1880 (London: Commissioners 
of Patents, 1882) pp. 105-106). 
6 Anonymous, ‘Cornish’s Armour-clad Ship’, p. 340. 
7 Anonymous, ‘Cornish’s Armour-clad Ship’, p. 340. 

Cornish’s “Armour-Clad Ship”, Illustrated 
Naval and Military Magazine 2 (1885), pp. 340. 
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Cornish’s “Armour-Clad Ship”, Illustrated Naval and Military Magazine 2 (1885), pp. 338, 341. 
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III. Conclusion 

 

At first, Thomas Cornish' gunboat looks a bit like the fever dream of an engineering amateur. And 

one could indeed argue that it was hardly a sound proposition, given for example its steering, which 

Cornish himself declared to be “very peculiar” and did not require the use of a rudder; that he did 

not describe in more detail how his vessel was supposed to be steered was not likely to generate 

confidence in the viability of his design, to put it mildly. Thomas Cornish, however, was not a 

crackpot inventor, but a respected consultant with a certain amount of experience in nautical 

engineering, which is probably one of the reasons why his design was published in 1885. Another 

may be a rising interest in naval affairs in the 1880s due to increasing fear of a major peer-level 

conflict with Russia, France or both, which eventually led to the Naval Defence Act of 1889 and a 

massive increase in spending on naval construction; in 1885 alone The Navy and Army Illustrated 

Magazine ran six longer, in-depth articles on various aspects of naval construction and warfare.8 

Also, while his twin-hulled design was indeed unique, the idea of constructing ships with a 

very low length-to-width ratio was not, nor was the concept of an armoured turtle-shaped deck. In 

fact, the Russian Rear Admiral Andrei Alexandrovich Popov had already in the 1860s proposed a 

circular ironclad for coastal defence, with a slightly turtle-shaped armoured deck and two heavy 

guns mounted centrally in an armoured barbette; the rationale for such an unorthodox construction 

was that the ships would present a small target to an enemy and be capable of turning nearly on the 

spot, making it eminently useful in a coastal defence role. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Russian ironclad “Novgorod” (Extra Supplement to the Illustrated London News, January 15, 1878). 

 

 
8 Anonymous (“Royal Navy”), ‘Our navy on an outbreak of war’, pp. 250-257; George Elliot, ‘Some practical remarks on 
designs for ships of war’, pp. 260-270; C. Abercrombie Cooper, ‘The value of the mercantile marine in time of war’, pp. 
293-302; C. J. L’Estrange, ‘The offensive and defensive work of torpedoes’, pp. 323-326; C. J. L’Estrange, ‘The German 
view of torpedo warfare’, pp. 374-381; G. F. Thompson, ‘The armament of our mercantile swift cruisers’, pp. 388-391. 
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In 1874 Popov’s design was actually commissioned into the Russian navy, where it served as 

a coastal defence ironclad for nearly thirty years, together with a slightly larger half-sister completed 

in 1876. The two ships drew a lot of professional attention at the time, and it is quite possible that 

Thomas Cornish was either inspired by them in the first place or encouraged to publish his design 

he had been thinking about for some time. 

The 1860s to 1880s were decades of much experimentation when it came to warship design, 

with design philosophies competing that could be polar opposites, and quite a number of design 

ideas being at least discussed in earnest that were more than only eyebrow-raising. By the mid-

1880s, this period of experimentation came to an end, with the next important revolution, the pre-

dreadnought revolution, just around the corner. Thomas Cornish’s turtle gunboat is one of the last 

examples of warship designs that veered off quite dramatically from what increasingly became a 

beaten track. 
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The CWGC Chinese Labour Corps Cemetery at Noyelles-sur-Mer 

Andy Grainger 

 

 

Over Christmas 2023 I found myself staying at Le Crotoy on the Baie of the Somme. This is the 

County of Ponthieu so very much a part of the Cockpit of Europe. Le Crotoy and environs are stuffed 

with history from William’s departure to England across the bay at St Valery sur Somme to the 

remains of castles and walled towns from the Hundred Years War, the magnificent medieval citadel 

at Boulogne – so ruinous that Vauban decided that nothing could be done with it and consigned the 

town to garrison status – and into the 20th century where the French aviation firm Caudron built 

its factory on the beach so taking advantage of the ready-made runway – rather them than me. 

Ponthieu was very much the Logistics Zone of the BEF during the Great War. GHQ was 

located at Montreuil; another sur-Mer suffix indicating the changes to the landscape in the last few 

hundred years, indeed decades. During an excursion into Marquenterre (where the sea enters the 

land) we rode past some very serious Atlantic Wall 

bunkers no longer enjoying a field of fire out to sea.  

During my visit I was introduced to two French 

lady academics who had lived in the town for many 

years. Their garden, naturally, contained a Blockhaus, 

still bearing several sets of rusty AEG telephone 

terminals though unfortunately the wording on the 

labels had faded away. They were less interested in the 

former occupants of their woodstore however than the 

legacy of the Chinese labourers who had served in the 

area during the Great War. They lent us a book Les 

Oubliés de Nolette by Catherine Costanza about the 

Chinese Labourers from 1916 to 1921 which includes 

some case studies.1 The book, plus the Information 

Board at the CWGC Cemetery revealed the very 

considerable differences in the tasks given to the 

Chinese labourers in British as opposed to French 

service. See however the link to the South China 

Morning Post at the end to see that the vast majority 

of Chinese labourers were hired by the Russians. 

As allied manpower resources became stretched during 1916 enquiries were undertaken as 

to the possibility of hiring labourers in China. As China was a neutral country there was no 

 
1 https://www.amazon.fr/oubli%C3%A9s-Nolette-Catherine-Costanza/dp/2367890161 

The signpost in Noyelles – the Cemetery is 
actually located in the adjacent hamlet of 
Nolette 

https://www.amazon.fr/oubli%C3%A9s-Nolette-Catherine-Costanza/dp/2367890161
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possibility of their being recruited to perform combatant tasks though some did find themselves in 

the Zone of Danger. In broad terms it would seem that whereas Britain formed their labourers into 

military units to serve the Army, the French recruited theirs as civilians. Thus they were posted all 

over France taking over jobs from the absent menfolk in farms, factories, forestry and so on. It was 

suggested to me that the Cemetery at Noyelles is the only one containing Chinese graves but this is 

not so. Les Oubliés reveals that although Noyelles is the biggest Chinese Cemetery it is far from 

being the only one. There are 18 others, mostly in the Pas de Calais and containing several hundred 

more graves. Presumably these include men who died in both British and French service. 

I signed the Visitor's Register and noticed there had been a steady stream of visitors in the 

last few months, mostly Chinese. Indeed, a series of statues and memorials suggest that the Cemetery 

at Noyelles is achieving a degree of modern recognition.  

  Because the Chinese labourers who served in the BEF were, in effect, soldiers albeit non-

combatants the IWGC took responsibility for their graves albeit that the Chinese played a major role 

in the design of the Cemetery. They also chose the location at Noyelles which was in the middle of 

the camp area and designed the headstones and inscriptions. Fuller information is to be found on 

this CWGC link https://www.cwgc.org/our-work/news/commemorating-the-chinese-labour-corps/ 

and at TNA https://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/chinese-labour-corps-western-front-2/ 

Just beyond the signpost we noticed a new statue which was partially covered by a very large 

black bin liner. Examination of the plinth revealed that this was a veil which was due to be removed 

on 4 Feb 2024. This appears to depict three labourers, one in a tin hat. There are also two Chindit 

type dragons (apparently they are lions) in the same place which may have been donated by people 

in Taiwan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chindit type Lion          To be Unveiled on 4 Feb 2024 

Unfortunately my googling skills have not identified a photo of the unveiled statue. 
  

https://www.cwgc.org/our-work/news/commemorating-the-chinese-labour-corps/
https://blog.nationalarchives.gov.uk/chinese-labour-corps-western-front-2/
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We then drove up to the cemetery which is on a rise just outside Nolette with views all around. 
 

 

I doubt the village has changed very much since the Chinese arrived. There are 842 Graves plus a 

memorial to another 40 missing. 

Their contracts stated that they 

were not to be involved in 

military tasks; they were 

involved in building and 

repairing docks, railways and 

airfields, loading and unloading 

supplies and munitions and 

vehicle repair. Some members 

will recall Geoffrey Vesey 

Holt’s remarks on the vital part 

that the Chinese played when 

we visited the site of the Tank 

Corps Workshops at Bermicourt. 

 
  

The Chinese Labour Corps hoisting parts from a salvaged tank, 
1918. © IWM Q 9865 
From the CWGC site 
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Once the conflict was over however they were involved with battlefield clearance, déminer and 

salvage. Deaths undoubtedly resulted from this work as they had during the war when the Germans 

launched air raids on the extensive camps around Etaples and elsewhere. There would presumably 

have been a fair number of industrial accidents. Most of the deaths were from influenza however. 

Labourers in French service received 5 francs per day which was the average for a French 

workman - presumably quite a lot for a Chinese worker. The Information Board at the Cemetery 

indicated that due to turmoil back in 

China anything from 2,000 to 10,000 

Chinese remained in France after the 

war though the great majority were 

repatriated quite quickly. 

Why Noyelles? Some of the 

first railways in France connected 

Paris with seaside resorts such as Le 

Crotoy and Cayeux. Noyelles still has 

a station on the Paris line. It is the 

nearest station to Le Crotoy and when 

we drove back there were a fair few 

passengers waiting for a train. The rail 

line was the reason for the location of the Chinese Camp. 

 

Websites 

 

The inevitable Wiki https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_Labour_Corps 

 

A post war Memoir by a junior British officer in the Bedfordshires posted to the Chinese Labour 

Corps after the Armistice. From the WFA website.  

https://www.westernfrontassociation.com/world-war-i-articles/one-man-s-war-with-the-chinese-

labour-corps-france-1918-by-norman-mellor/  

 

An article about memorials to the Chinese in Paris and Belgium 

https://www.chinastory.cn/ywdbk/english/v1/detail/20190627/10127000000427415616029331158439

77_1.html  

 

From the South China Morning Post: 

https://multimedia.scmp.com/ww1-china/ I think about the time of the centenary. A wide-ranging 

piece concluding with a Chinese family finding their grandfather’s grave in Northern France due to 

the number on his British Army Medal. 
  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_Labour_Corps
https://www.westernfrontassociation.com/world-war-i-articles/one-man-s-war-with-the-chinese-labour-corps-france-1918-by-norman-mellor/
https://www.westernfrontassociation.com/world-war-i-articles/one-man-s-war-with-the-chinese-labour-corps-france-1918-by-norman-mellor/
https://www.chinastory.cn/ywdbk/english/v1/detail/20190627/1012700000042741561602933115843977_1.html
https://www.chinastory.cn/ywdbk/english/v1/detail/20190627/1012700000042741561602933115843977_1.html
https://multimedia.scmp.com/ww1-china/
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Additional Photos 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Entrance to the Cemetery designed by Lutyens with input from the Chinese 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     French flag         Chinese lantern 
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Finally… 

 

I discovered this work – and the artist – whilst researching this article. It reminds us just how 

cosmopolitan the Western Front had become by the second half of the war. If you click on the link 

to the artist you will find his painting The Estaminet – the sort of establishment that is becoming 

increasingly difficult to find! 

 

Sick Parade, British Labour Corps, Indian troops, Chinese Labour Corps, German POWs, Menin Road 

 

Image IWM: The interior of an aid post on the Menin Road near Ypres in Belgium. A doctor stands 

by a table covered in medical supplies with a British soldier lying on a stretcher by his feet. On the 

right hand side is a parade of sick men, comprising an Indian soldier, two German POWs, a British 

soldier and two men of the Chinese Labour Corps, who are all seated except for the German men. A 

British officer stands at the head of the man on a stretcher. 

 

Haydn Reynolds Mackey (1881-1979) https://artuk.org/discover/artists/mackey-haydn-reynolds-

18811979 
 

https://artuk.org/discover/artists/mackey-haydn-reynolds-18811979
https://artuk.org/discover/artists/mackey-haydn-reynolds-18811979
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BCMH Member First-ever Non-German to Become Academic Director of the German 

Armed Forces Centre for Military History and Social Sciences 

 

In mid-July 2023, Dr Alaric Searle, formerly Professor of Modern European History at the University 

of Salford, and also BCMH Member, took up a new appointment as the Leitender Wissenschaftler 

(roughly translatable as Academic Director) at the German Armed Forces Centre for Military History 

and Social Sciences, which is based in Potsdam, close to Berlin. This is a significant appointment 

because it is the first time that a non-German has been appointed to this influential role. 

The ZMSBw (Zentrum für Militärgeschichte und Sozialwissenschaften der Bundeswehr) is the 

successor organisation to the MGFA (Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, or Military History 

Research Office), which may be familiar to some readers in its previous incarnation in Freiburg. The 

MGFA was the research institution which edited and wrote the highly acclaimed German Official 

History of the Second World War. In September 1994 it took up residence in Potsdam after many 

years in Freiburg in the southwest of Germany. A further and more fundamental change came in 

2013 when it was merged with the armed forces Social Sciences Institute, becoming the ZMSBw. 

According to Professor Searle, ‘The role of academic director involves many different tasks. In fact, 

I have three job titles. In addition to the “leading scientist” role, I am head of research policy, and 

also Deputy Commander. That is intimidating in itself, as much for me as anyone else! But joking 

aside, what is genuinely intimidating is seeing in whose footsteps I have to follow, names such as 

Manfred Messerschmidt, Wilhelm Deist and Michael Epkenhans, to name just three of my 

predecessors.’ 

The ZMSBw is one of the largest military history research institutions in Europe. It produces 

numerous books, edited collections and other publications every year. It has one of the best-stocked 

military libraries in Europe. It runs an annual military history conference every year in September. 

It also edits and publishes the leading military history journal, the Militärgeschichtliche Zeitschrift 

(MGZ, or Military History Journal), which appears twice a year. Unusually, the journal publishes 

articles in both English and German. 

Professor Searle notes, ‘This post is very different to that of a university professor in the UK, 

not least of all due to the much better resourcing of research at the institute. There are huge 

possibilities which come with the role, but at the same time there are many demands. That said, 

Potsdam is such a pleasant city, living here is one of the real perks of the job.’ 
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BCMH Member Wins Vandervort Prize for 2024 

 

Professor Alaric Searle has won one of the four Vandervort Prizes 2024 for an article published in 

the Journal of Military History. The article, entitled ‘“The Great Doctrine Disaster”: Reform, Reaction, 

and Mechanization in the British Army, 1919-1939’, was published in the July issue of 2023 (Volume 

87). The article argues that the role of armour doctrine in the development of the Britain’s 

mechanized forces between the Wars has been largely ignored, and not treated as a significant factor, 

as important as the role of organization, technology, lessons from manoeuvres, or theory. Despite a 

coherent doctrinal system, which remained intact up until 1935, the entire system itself was 

dismantled in 1938, leading to a major diminution of the British Army’s combat capability. 

The Vandervort Prize, named after the previous editor of the Journal of Military History, Dr 

Bruce Vandervort, replaced the previous Moncado Prize a few years ago. The Prize recognizes 

outstanding journal articles that contribute to the field of military history, with two Prizes awarded 

to articles published in the Journal of Military History I the previous calendar year, while the two 

other prizes are awarded to nominated military history articles which appeared in journals other 

than the Journal of Military History. The Prize recognizes the valuable contribution of Dr Bruce 

Vandervort to the Society for Military History over many years. 
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REVIEWS 

 

 

Lars Gyllenhaal & Lennart Westberg, Svenska flygare mot Hitler: frivilliga i Royal Air Force 1939-45. 

[Swedish pilots against Hitler: volunteers in the Royal Air Force 1939-45.] (Stockholm, Lind & Co, 2022), 

ISBN 9789180182409, 223 pp. 

 

 ‘Biggles’ books in Sweden represented the largest 

market for W.E Johns’ eponymous hero outside of 

the United Kingdom during and after the Second 

World War. This fact in Svenska flygare mot Hitler 

might alter some British preconceptions regarding 

neutral Sweden’s loyalties during the conflict. Many 

are more familiar - and perhaps too accepting of - 

the sensationalist ‘revelations’ about the small 

number of Swedes in the SS as representative of 

Swedish Nazi sympathies. This book is the latest in 

a series by authors Gyllenhaal and Westberg (both 

members of the Swedish Military History 

Commission) that challenge these entrenched views 

and set out facts and stories about Swedish citizens 

and second-generation Swedish migrants outside 

Sweden who supported the Allied cause against the 

Axis powers, either by military service or by civilian 

participation, most notably in the merchant marine.1 

This book begins with the pre-war 

involvement of Swedish airmen in Ethiopia as part 

of wider Swedish national support for Emperor Haile Selaisse prior to and during the Italian 

invasion. This demonstrates that Swedish anti-fascist sentiment began at an early stage and 

continued into the Second World War. Problematically for Sweden and confusingly for the British, 

Sweden’s long, pre-Nazi connections with Germany – for example during the Thirty Years War – 

threw up ambiguities and contradictions. Thus Carl-Gustav von Rosen was both an anti-fascist hero 

of Ethiopia and also son to the notable Swedish Nazi (and Göring’s brother-in-law), Count Eric von 

Rosen, with a name that dates back to the Baltic German incursion in the later Middle Ages. 

According to Gyllenhaal and Westberg this family connection made it impossible for him to be 

 
1 See for example, Lars Gyllenhaal & Lennart Westberg, Swedes at War: Willing Warriors of a Neutral Nation, 1914-1945. 
(Bedford, Pa., Aberjona Press, 2010), ISBN 978-0977756315, 394 pp. 
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accepted for the RAF when he fled Netherlands in May 1940 piloting a KLM DC3 and carrying 

documents for the Dutch General Staff.  

Carl-Gustav von Rosen’s professional and personal profile typified those who sought to join 

the RAF; previous pilot training either privately or with the Swedish air force, a disposition to oppose 

fascism and an opportunity to get to Britain – not easy after Sweden was cut off from the west in 

April 1940.  The book recounts the individual determination of the young men who tried to join and 

not all succeeded. Among those who did was Ulf ‘Chris’ Christiernsson, the first RAF pilot to 

confront the new German Me 262 jet fighter flying his Mosquito in October, 1944. Another Swedish 

pilot was less fortunate when he died as a result of a successful shot exploding a V1 in proximity to 

his Spitfire Mk. V in July 1944. Ingvar ‘Hawkie’ Håkansson’s name is listed on the Runnymede 

memorial, a tribute to this atypical former ship’s engineer who persisted in his attempt to join the 

RAF despite official British discouragement. Håkansson was one of the many Swedes who trained 

in Canada at the RNAF camp dubbed ‘Little Norway’ outside Toronto. Here, they joined not only 

Norwegians but also United States citizens with family links to Sweden.  

Funding for ‘Little Norway’ was boosted by refugee Norwegian Princess Märtha, daughter of 

the younger brother of King Gustav V of Sweden who campaigned in the United States together with 

Elsa Brandström to raise money under the slogan ‘Wings for Norway.’ Brandström is yet another 

example of confusing Swedish close ties with Germany; Gyllenhaal and Westberg point out that over 

140 streets and schools in Germany and Austria commemorate her name due to her work with the 

Red Cross in helping their prisoners after the First World War. Hitler had attempted to meet her and 

she refused. 

The narratives in this book are individually fascinating, often based on interviews, to reveal 

the motivations, persistence and courage of the Swedes who decided to oppose the Axis in the service 

of a foreign country for belief, not reward. They are also collectively significant for Sweden’s 

controversial wartime reputation because their service represents the desire of so many Swedes to 

fight the fascist menace but due to the policy of neutrality were unable to participate actively in that 

struggle. 

Gyllenhaal and Westberg have again published a book that deserves wider attention not only 

outside Sweden (in translation) but within the country itself to act as a counter to the misleading 

sensationalism about Sweden's conduct during the Second World War.  

 

John Gilmour 
  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gustav_V_of_Sweden
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New research in military history from abroad - the Militärgeschichtliche Zeitschrift in 2023. 

 

The six major research articles published in the 

Militärgeschichtliche Zeitschrift in 2023 cover a wide 

range of topics ranging from the Prussian intelligence 

history to the history of the Militärgeschichtliches 

Forschungsamt itself. 

 

Kristian Bruhn, 'Nachrichtendienste und Spione im 

Deutsch-Dänischen Krieg von 1864', pp. 7-35 

 

The Second Schleswig War of 1864 had a significant 

impact on Danmark in general - it lost a sizeable 

amount of territory - and Danish armed forces in 

particular, which emerged from the conflict battered 

and with the realization that compared to those of 

their emerging southern neighbour, their own 

military capabilities were decidedly limited. At the 

same time, however, the war also brought about a 

certain amount of modernization, and the establishment of a permanent military intelligence service 

was one of them; before 1864, military intelligence services had only been organized for a specific 

conflict, to be dissolved after its end. In his article, Kristian Bruhn takes a closer look at the last of 

these "temporary" military intelligence services and how it performed in the Second Schleswig War. 

Based on extensive archival research, Kristian Bruhn provides the first in-depth history of Danish 

military intelligence in that conflict and shows how the performance, or rather lack of it, during the 

war eventually led to the decision to provide a permanent establishment in order to avoid friction 

during the first months of a future conflict.  

 

Olga Sturkin, 'Die Belagerung von Leningrad: Dimensionen der Zeitwahrnehmung', pp. 36-58 

 

While the perception of time has been a subject of attention ever since Aristotle wrote his chapters 

on time in the Physics, it still plays a fairly minor role in historical scholarship, and an even smaller 

one in military history. Olga Sturkin takes a closer look at how time was perceived, and how the 

perception of time was managed (or how actors attempted to manage it), using the siege of Leningrad 

from 1941 to 1944 as a case study and comparing communications logs and reports from Soviet high 

command with diaries and memoirs from citizens of the besieged city. Her results confirm what one 

would suspect: for those suffering from the effects from the siege on a day-to-day basis, time went 
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by much slower than for the Soviet chain of command, where a sense of urgency was repeatedly 

impressed on lower levels of command.  

 

Markus Pöhlmann, '"Geringe Produktivität auf teilweise recht uninteressanten Randgebieten"? Die 

Anfänge des Militärgeschichtlichen Forschungsamtes und die Entscheidung für ein amtliches 

Reihenwerk zur Geschichte des Zweiten Weltkrieges, 1957–1972', pp. 58-95 

 

Markus Pöhlmann focuses on how the quasi-official German history of the Second World War, Das 

Deutsche Reich und der Zweite Weltkrieg, published by the Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt from 

1979 onwards came into being; the tenth and final volume appeared only in 2008. The prehistory of 

this project which span nearly three decades is complex and intertwined with the early history of 

the institution Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt itself. The article therefore goes well beyond 

simply discussing Das Deutsche Reich und der Zweite Weltkrieg, providing a general overview over 

the institutional history from its original establishment in 1957.  

 

James Stone, 'The Prussian Army’s First Spymaster: Colonel Heinrich von Brandt and the 

Nachrichtenbüro, 1866–1876', pp. 287-320 

 

Returning to the history of military intelligence, James Stone focuses on Heinrich von Brandt, who 

as a 43-year-old captain was put in charge of the Nachrichtenbureau, the Prussian army's first 

permanent military intelligence organisation which had been established in the aftermath of the War 

of 1866. The first part of James Stone's article provides an introduction to the history of the 

Nachrichtenbureau and a detailed biography of Heinrich von Brandt, while the second part focuses 

on their operations, particularly during the War of 1870/71. James Stone paints a vivid picture of the 

machinations of Prussian agents like Baron August Schluga von Rastenfeld, a disgruntled former 

Austrian officer who, having failed to gain promotion to the general staff, had left the army and 

eventually ended up as the Nachrichtenbureau's most important agent in Paris, developing a whole 

network of well-placed informants within the French army. In the years prior to the War of 1870/71, 

Schluga regularly provided the Prussian high command with valuable intelligence on French army 

organization, the state of fortifications or the Garde Mobiles, and he continued to provide valuable 

intelligence after the commencement of hostilities. Overall, James Stone can make a convincing case 

that Prussian successes were at least partly due to military operations being well-supported by the 

work of the Nachrichtenbureau and Heinrich von Brandt, for whom the title "spymaster" seems to be 

quite fitting. 
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Benjamin Miertzschke, 'Die Frühjahrsarbeiten der Aufklärungsstreitkräfte und weitere neue 

Dokumente zur Entwicklung des deutschen seestrategischen Denkens im Ersten Weltkrieg', pp. 321-

351. 

 

The German High Seas Fleet of the First World War was largely the brainchild of Alfred von Tirpitz, 

who for decades focussed on creating a navy nearly exclusively designed for a decisive battle in the 

North Sea – der Tag, "the day", as this supposedly climactic and decisive battle was known among 

German navy officers. The war came, but der Tag did not. By early 1915 it became clear that 

Germany's naval strategy had significant flaws, effectively tying down large numbers of ships, men 

and capabilities for little in return other than serving as a fleet in being. In spring 1915, officers of 

the Aufklärungsstreitkräfte (scouting forces) under the command of Franz von Hipper produced 

several essays on potential strategies in a naval war against the United Kingdom, which Benjamin 

Miertzschke has analysed in detail for the first time. While individual examples have been known 

before – like the case of Max Hahn, CO of the battlecruiser SMS Von der Tann, who advocated taking 

some of the Aufklärungsstreitkräfte’s heavy units to the Western Approaches to attack British 

shipping –, the article shows that these ideas were far from exceptional; rather, by early 1915, 

abolishing the idea of a climactic battle and instead turning to large-scale surface warfare on the 

Atlantic was quite common among officers in the Aufklärungsstreitkräfte and, as their careers 

progressed, spread further in the navy. 

 

Torsten Konopka, 'Die Beteiligung der Bundeswehr an der Sonderkommission der Vereinten 

Nationen (UNSCOM) im Irak, 1991–1996', pp. 352-389 

 

Among the very first out-of-area missions of the Bundeswehr was taking part in the United Nations 

Special Commission (UNSCOM) created after the 1991 Gulf War to ensure Iraq's destruction of 

chemical and biological weapons with their production facilities as well as cooperation with the 

International Atomic Energy Agency. Torsten Konopka provides a detailed overview over the 

political background to the mission and how it eventually turned out to be not only one of the earliest 

but throughout the 1990s also one of the longest commitments of the Bundeswehr to a mission 

beyond NATO territory. The article shows that participation in UNSCOM was an important 

transformational moment in the history of the Bundeswehr which by the end of the mission in 1999 

had turned from an army established exclusively for defending the Bundesrepublik and its NATO 

allies to an Einsatzarmee employed beyond NATO territory in support of German foreign policy 

interest. 

 

Jorit Wintjes 
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