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Send three and fourpence we’re going to a 

dance… 
Editors are occasionally allowed the privilege 
of highlighting a story close to their hearts.  In 
this issue of Scribblings, I take the opportunity 
to tell the tale proudly related to young 
officers of 5th Battalion the Light Infantry on 
the day they first wore the cockade of the 
French Croix de Guerre avec Palme on their 
service dress caps, writes Mike Peters.   

This is the heroic tale of 4th Battalion, Kings 
Shropshire Light Infantry, the Shropshire lads 
– a Territorial battalion recruited from the 
shires of England’s most beautiful county (in 
the royal opinion of Charles 1 looking out from 
Bridgnorth Castle on the “finest view in my 
kingdom) – who gave their lives to not only 
hold the line on June 6, 1918 but charged up 
Bligny hill in the face of devastating German 
fire to save the day – and probably the British line from further German advance. 

Their esprit was witnessed by a French General who immediately obtained for the whole 
battalion the medal that was to be subsequently attached to the 4th KSLI colours and later to 
those of the 5th Light Infantry Volunteers – my boys and my battalion.    

Sadly, like the Famous Fourth, 5LI which once swept the board of West Midland military 
competitions is no more - subsumed into yet another composite regiment. 

But this is tale not only of glory, of sacrifice, of bravery but a vindication of the principle that 
the British Army must never forget – the value of the volunteer. 

And my headline…well those who served will remember it well in their first instruction on clear 
communications.  Stand a line of soldiers and give them a message to pass on.  Send 
reinforcements we are going to advance: no doubt twisted by soldier humour came out as 
above.  For the boys of the 4th who were promised reinforcements but instead were caught in a 
delayed British barrage planned to help them take their objective it no doubt might have 
caused a wry smile. 

A SHROPSHIRE LAD - A E Housman 

 

To skies that knit their heartstrings right,  

To fields that bred them brave, 

The saviours come not home to-night:  

Themselves they could not save. 

It dawns in Asia, tombstones show  

And Shropshire names are read;  

And the Nile spills his overflow  

Beside the Severn's dead. 

We pledge in peace by farm and town  

The Queen they served in war, 

And fire the beacons up and down  

The land they perished for. 

'God save the Queen' we living sing,  

From height to height 'tis heard;  

And with the rest your voices ring, Lads of 
the Fifty-third. 

Oh, God will save her, fear you not: 

Be you the men you've been, 

Get you the sons your fathers got,  

And God will save the Queen
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The Shropshire Territorial band of brothers 

who stormed Bligny Hill 
ONE HUNDRED YEARS AGO on June 6, amid fire and fury, a Great War exploit by the men of 

the Shropshires gained them enduring glory and a badge of honour which is almost unique, 

writes Toby Neal; of The Shropshire Star. 

 

We survived - some of A Company of the 4th Battalion of the King's Shropshire Light Infantry 
in 1918. These are some of the survivors of the Battle of Bligny  

And the medal they were collectively awarded was itself to endure fire and fury many years 
later – it barely survived an IRA firebomb attack.  Today that medal, the Croix de Guerre avec 
Palme, is on display at the Shropshire Regimental Museum at Shrewsbury Castle.  It is 
attached to a fragment of a flag, the rest of which was destroyed in the flames in a 1992 
terrorist bombing blitz on Shrewsbury, in which the museum was among the targets.  

And now, in the centenary year, Shropshire commemorates and honours the courage of the 
men of the 4th Battalion of the King's Shropshire Light Infantry at the Battle of Bligny. Soldiers 
of the already severely depleted battalion advanced through standing corn under shot and 
shell to take the position, a hill near Rheims in France, on June 6, 1918. Their success was to 
hold up the German advance, buying precious time.  

The battle took place in the French sector of the line, and the grateful French awarded the 
whole battalion the Croix de Guerre avec Palme. Three individual soldiers also received 
personal medals.  "That is the highest level of the Croix de Guerre that you can give a whole 
unit. It was only ever awarded to one other unit in the British Army through the four years long 
war -  a battalion of the Devon and Dorsets. It was given to acknowledge an astonishing, and 
militarily important achievement," said Lt Col John Marsham.  

"It was a Territorial Army battalion, not a regular battalion, so the men in it were all called up 
from the farms, towns and villages of Shropshire in 1914 having done some annual training 
together for several years.  They were older than was usual in a regular battalion, and the 
officers and men knew each other, and in many cases knew each other’s families well." It was 
this "band of brothers" who stormed Bligny Hill.  

"The young officer leading the assault wrote afterwards of his distress at finding his young 
batman dead on the hilltop and of having to write to the boy’s family, whom he knew well.  
"Bligny Hill was important as it allowed whoever held it to control the valley of the River Ardre, 
the route chosen by the Germans for their last offensive of the war.  
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"In a war dominated by massive artillery bombardments such a fine viewing point was of vital 
importance and having captured it they promptly lost it to the Shropshires. The loss was 
critical, especially in time for the Germans.  "It is a remarkable story.”  

Lt Col Marsham said that when the battalion arrived in France in July 1917 it comprised 1,100 
men but had been reduced to just 200 men as it launched its attack led by a lieutenant, and by 
the end of the day was down to 60.  Unfortunately, many casualties were caused by allied 
artillery which bombarded the hill unaware the Shropshires had taken it.  

Their achievement has been marked 
annually by a Bligny Day service at St 
Chad's in Shrewsbury. This year the 
service in the evening of Wednesday, 
June 6, will have a counterpart in France, 
with a simultaneous service involving 
people associated with the regiment, 
together with local villagers, on the top of 
Bligny Hill.  

The battalion attached the medal to its 
camp colour, or flag, for display 
purposes. The original flag was almost 
destroyed in the 1992 fire, but by 
amazing good fortune the corner on 
which the medal was displayed survived.  

The 4th (Territorial) Battalion of the 
King’s Shropshire Light Infantry had had 
an interesting war career by the summer 
of 1918. Mobilised in August 1914, it 
spent three years in the Far East on the 
type of routine imperial garrison duty 
designed to free Regular battalions for 
more active war service. 

Its stay in Rangoon, Singapore and Hong 
Kong was a much more pleasant 
experience than that of the Regular and 
War Service battalions of the KSLI.  But 
the reality of the war eventually came to 
the 4th Battalion in the Autumn of 1917. 
Returning from the Far East, they were sent immediately to the Ypres Salient and pitched 
straight into the 3rd Battle of Ypres. On their first day of “real” warfare, they lost 130 men – 
compared with half a dozen lost to illness in the Far East over the past three years. 

In the Spring of 1918, the Germans launched what was to be their last great offensive on the 
Western Front. On March 21st, their all-out attack began along the Somme and as this petered 
out in April, they renewed the offensive towards Kemmel until this too was fought to a 
standstill. 4 KSLI. was involved in both these campaigns. 

By May, there was a lull in the fighting on the British front, but the Germans then switched 
their attentions to the much weaker French sector in the Champagne region – an area where 
British troops had not previously been involved. Nevertheless, to support the French, it was 
decided to send to the area two British Corps, in one Division of which (19 Division of 9 Corps) 
the 4 KSLI was serving.  

They moved by train via Paris to Rheims and had a very pleasant few weeks “behind the lines” 
whilst receiving drafts of recruits to make up their full strength. However, on May 28th, the 
Germans attacked in strength between the Marne and the Aisne and the 9 Corps was hurried 
into action to meet them. 

Over the next few days, 4 KSLI (in the 56 Brigade with 8 North Staffords and 9 Cheshires) was 
pushed back in a fighting retreat from Chambrecy.  
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The battalion was rapidly reduced to only 350 men by June 5th, when it was halted near the 
Montaigne de Bligny, a prominent hill dominating the area.  The North Staffs and Cheshires 
held the hill itself, with the 4th in support a mile to their rear at Chaumuzy. Its only officers by 
now were the temporary CO, Major Warneford (of the Middlesex Regt.), and seven subalterns. 

On the night of June 5, the Bligny positions were heavily shelled and gassed and it was clear 
that a major attack was due at dawn, when shelling with high explosive and shrapnel 
intensified. At 0600, the German attack began and by 0800 the North Staffs and Cheshires were 
taking heavy casualties on Bligny Hill, their wounded streaming back towards Chaumuzy. 

By 0930, the Germans had stormed the hill and the Cheshires and North Staffs were fighting 
their way down its slopes towards the 4th KSLI position. Major Warneford was ordered by 
Brigade HQ to lead 4 KSLI in a counter attack against Bligny Hill at 1245, after a brief artillery 
barrage; its aim was to retake the crest and drive off the German defenders. 

The 4th were to advance in three waves, the first led by Lt. G.W. Bright with Lt. Colin and A 
Company; Lt. Graves led B Company in the second wave and Lt. Derbyshire led C Company in 
the third. A fourth wave, under Major Warneford, would come up as a reserve.  

The initial ten-minute barrage never materialised, 
but the attack went in all the same. From their 
trench line near Chaumuzy, the battalion would 
have to cross about a mile of open fields, full of 
standing corn, in clear view of the Germans on 
Bligny Hill. As soon as the first wave set off, 
shrapnel was poured down upon them and as they 
neared the base of the hill, machine gun and rifle 
fire opened up. 

In the “dead ground” at the bottom of the hill, 
Bright met the remnants of the North Staffs and the 
Cheshires under Major Martin. Whilst Martin talked 
to Bright about launching a counter-attack back up 

the hill, the Major was wounded by shrapnel, so it fell to Lieut. George Bright himself to lead 
the assault right up the slopes of the hill under what he later recalled as “extremely heavy 
enemy fire”. In fact, anyone visiting the hill today – its lower slopes now as then shrouded with 
vines – has to be amazed that so few men could rush up this long, steep slope under heavy 
fire and reach the top alive, let alone drive off an entrenched enemy. 

Bright led three lines of 4 KSLI, with the remains of the North Staffords and Cheshires as a 
fourth wave, straight up the hill and, as he later said, “it was soon over … the first wave was in 
the enemy trenches within five minutes” and as the other waves arrived, “Jerries were rushing 
out from their slit trenches with their hands up”. 

The Germans, leaving 30 prisoners and many dead, fled the hill, retaining a foothold at its 
base, leaving Bright still in a dangerous position, left with only 150 men to hold a Brigade front 
extending over half a mile and with both flanks “in the air”.  

As expected, a heavy bombardment was directed onto the hill within 30 minutes – though this 
turned out to be the British barrage which should have preceded the attack! 

By the time it finished, Bright’s total force was down to 100 effectives. Nevertheless, he 
ordered his men to dig in and sent patrols out to try to contact any other units on his flanks. 
Eventually, they contacted French troops and 5 Welsh. 

To Bright’s surprise and anger, at 1800 he was ordered by Brigade HQ to retire back down the 
hill so that a “full scale” attack on the positions could be launched by the Brigade and the 
French. He replied to the order saying that it was impossible to move and finally received a 
message from Divisional HQ asking the Shropshires to “stick to it” and promising 
reinforcements. 

During the rest of the evening and night, the remnants of 4 KSLI on Bligny Hill were subjected 
to shrapnel shelling and sniping but sent out patrols to “deal with” Germans parties probing 
the defences.  
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Bright’s main fear was that as daylight came the Germans would put down a heavy barrage 
and assault the hill. Fortunately, late at night, as “a great relief to all of us”, the 
Northumberland Fusiliers came up as an advanced party of reinforcements, with others 
following. 

Around midnight, 4 KSLI – reduced to only 100 men - was relieved and left the hill they had 
fought over for 12 hours. The exhausted men reached the Brigade Reserve trenches just as 
day broke.  Not surprisingly, Bright was awarded the French Croix de Guerre for his actions on 
Bligny Hill – though one wonders why he was not rewarded by the British. 

The French Croix-de-Guerre avec Palme. 

More to the point, the attack had been witnessed by the French General, Berthelot, who was so 
impressed with the gallantry and dash of the 4 KSLI that he secured an immediate award of the 
Croix de Guerre avec Palme for the whole battalion – a fairly rare example of a “unit award”. 

The citation stated: On 
the 6th June 1918, when 
the right flank of a British 
Brigade was being 
seriously threatened by 
the progress of a heavy 
enemy attack, the 1-4th 
Battalion of the King’s 

Shropshire Light Infantry, which had been held in reserve, was called upon to counter-attack 
an important position from which their comrades had just been ejected. 

With magnificent dash, this Battalion rushed the hill on which the enemy had established 
themselves, inflicting heavy losses on them and in the course of hand-to-hand fighting 
captured an officer and 28 other ranks. 

Thanks to this gallant and spirited recapture of the key to the whole defensive position, the 
line was completely restored. The dash, energy and intrepidity with which, on this memorable 
occasion, the 1-4th KSLI carried all before it, was largely responsible for the retrieval of a 
situation which had temporarily become critical.” 

Needless to say, the award of the French medal to a Territorial battalion of the KSLIwas 
deemed a signal honour and greeted with great pleasure. General Berthelot himself came to 
Shrewsbury in June 1922 to personally pin the Croix de Guerre avec Palme to the Regimental 
Colour of the battalion. 

From then on, all ranks wore a cockade of Croix de Guerre ribbon in their Service Dress caps 
and a small flash of the ribbon on their shoulders. Bligny was conferred as a unique battle-
honour on the 4th KSLI and “Bligny Day” was celebrated as a “Regimental Day” on the nearest 
Sunday to 6th June. It continues to be commemorated and honoured in this way down to the 
present day. 

At the movies with Mike Peters  

Antony Beevor: the greatest war movie ever 

– and the ones I can't bear  

He groaned at Valkyrie and despaired at Saving Private Ryan. The award-
winning historian Antony Beevor takes aim at the war films that make him 
furious – and reveals his own favourite.  The Guardian May 29 2018 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-1
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 An American magazine spiked my review as it did not share the widespread adulation’ … Tom 
Hanks and Matt Damon in Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan. Photograph: Allstar/Warner 
Bros. 

FOR A LONG TIME now, my wife has refused to watch a war movie with me. This is because I 
cannot stop grinding my teeth with annoyance at major historical mistakes, or harrumphing 
over errors of period detail.  She only made an exception when Valkyrie came out, with Tom 
Cruise playing Count Claus Schenk von Stauffenberg.  

Such a folly of miscasting was bound to be a hoot, and we were not disappointed, especially 
when Cruise saluted in that downward cutaway style as if he were still in Top Gun. But I was 
soon grinding away again when the director and screenwriter felt compelled to improve on 
history, by making it look as if the 20 July plot to blow up Hitler had still very nearly 
succeeded. 

I despair at the way American and British movie-makers feel they have every right to play fast 
and loose with the facts,  yet have the arrogance to imply that their version is as good as the 
truth. Continental film-makers are on the whole far more scrupulous. The German film 
Downfall, about Hitler’s last days in 
the bunker, respected historical events 
and recreated them accurately. 

The corruption of combat … The 317th 
Platoon, regarded as ‘the greatest war 
movie ever’ by Beevor. Photograph: 
Allstar/RANK  

In my view, the greatest war movie 
ever made is The 317th Platoon, a 
French film from 1965 set during the 
country’s first Indochina war.  

This was the original “platoon movie”, 
whose format later directors followed but failed to match in its portrayal of characters and 
their interaction, to say nothing of the moral choices and the corruption of combat. 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2009/jan/23/tom-cruise-valkyrie-film-bryan-singer
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-2
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-2
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2012/mar/15/pierre-schoendoerffer


7 
 

It is followed closely by 1966’s The Battle of Algiers, set during the Algerian war of 
independence. This was one of the first war films to adopt a quasi-documentary approach, and 
tackle the moral quagmire of torture justified by the need to save lives. 

More recent imitators lack all intellectual honesty. They throw dates and place names on to the 
screen as if what you are about to see is a faithful reproduction of events, when they are 
simply trying to pass off their fiction as authentic. This is basically a marketing ploy that has 
developed over the last 20 years or so. Unfortunately, fake authenticity sells.  

People are more likely to want to see something they think is very close to the truth, so they 
can feel they are learning as well as being entertained. In a post-literate society, the moving 
image is king, and most people’s knowledge of history is regrettably based more on cinematic 
fiction than archival fact. 

There are many examples of shameless deception, such as the notorious U-571, in which a US 
warship is shown to capture a German submarine and seize its Enigma decoding machine, 

thus enabling the Allies to win the 
battle of the Atlantic. Right at the end, 
in the credits, a brief text admitted that 
in fact it had been the crew of a Royal 
Navy destroyer, HMS Bulldog, that 
performed the feat – seven months 
before the US entered the war. 

Shameless deception … U-571 sees the 
US triumph in a war it had yet to enter. 
Photograph: PA  

When promoting Enemy at the Gates, a 
fictitious sniper duel set in Stalingrad, 
Paramount Pictures even had the gall 

to claim: “One bullet can change the course of history.” I hasten to add that, even though 
Jean-Jacques Annaud invited me to come out to Germany to watch the filming, the movie had 
nothing to do with my book Stalingrad and I was not an adviser in any form. 

The director was trying to woo me and persuade me not to be too severe on the question of 
truth, because we had found in the Russian ministry of defence archives that the whole story 
of the sniper duel – portrayed by Jude Law and Ed Harris – had been a clever figment of Soviet 
propaganda. I liked Annaud, but in the end I was not popular, of course, because Paramount 
had bought the movie as “a true story”. His great line was: “But Antony, who can tell where 
myth begins and truth ends?” 

The real problem is that the needs of history and the needs of the movie industry are 
fundamentally incompatible. Hollywood has to simplify everything according to set formulae. 
Its films have to have heroes and, of course, baddies – moral equivocation is too complex. 
Feature films also have to have a whole range of staple ingredients if they are to make it 
through the financing, production and studio system to the box office.  

One element is the “arc of character”, in which the leading actors have to go through a form of 
moral metamorphosis as a result of the 
experiences they undergo. Endings have 
to be upbeat, even for the Holocaust. Look 
at Schindler’s List and the sentimentality 
of its finale, revealing that in movies only 
the survivors count. 

The true story that wasn’t … Jude Law as a 
sniper in Enemy at the Gates. Photograph: 
Allstar/Paramount  

I was asked by a large-circulation 
American weekly magazine to review 
Saving Private Ryan.  

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2007/may/11/drama.worldcinema
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2009/feb/25/u-571-reel-history
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-3
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-3
https://www.theguardian.com/film/News_Story/Critic_Review/Observer_review/0,4267,458551,00.html
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2013/may/30/jean-jacques-annaud-interview-wolf-totem
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/jan/19/stalingrad-author-anthony-beevor-speaks-out-over-ukraine-book-ban
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-4
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-4
https://www.theguardian.com/film/saving-private-ryan
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My piece was spiked since it did not share the widespread adulation, and I still shake my head 
in disbelief when it is regularly voted the best war movie ever.  

It is nevertheless a work of intriguing paradoxes – some intended, others not. Steven 
Spielberg’s storyline rightly dramatises the clash between patriotic and therefore collective 
loyalty, and the struggle of the individual for survival. Those mutually contradictory values are, 
in many ways, the essence of war. 

Spielberg said at the time that he sees the second world war as the “defining moment” in 
history. One also suspects that he wanted this film to be seen as the defining movie of the war. 
If so, it is a uniquely American definition of history, with no reference to the British let alone 
the Soviet role. 

Eight US rangers under the command of a captain, having survived the initial D-day bloodbath, 
are detailed to seek out and save a single man, Private Ryan. The Hollywood notion of 
creativity often takes the form of cinematic ancestor worship – but in this case, it is images 
and effects that are recycled. Spielberg may not even have included them consciously but, 
during the landing, the blood in the water in the first machine-gunning prompts memories of 
Jaws, another Spielberg film.  

 

And German Tiger tanks can indeed appear like prehistoric monsters, but when the sound 
effects of their approach later in the film resemble that of the Tyrannosaurus rex in Jurassic 
Park, it all seems too much. 

After a truly extraordinary opening – probably the most realistic battle sequence ever filmed – 
everything changes and becomes formulaic. The climax combines just about every cliche in 
the book, with a very mixed handful of men (almost a la Dirty Dozen) improvising weapons to 
defend a vital bridge against an SS Panzer counterattack. The redeemed coward and the cynic 
reduced to tears – both ticking the “arc of character” box – are straight out of central 
screenwriting. T 

The US air force arrives in the nick of time, just like the cavalry in 1950s cowboy films. And to 
cap it all, the final frames are of Private Ryan, standing in old age amid the rows of white 
crosses in a military cemetery, saluting his fallen comrades as tears run down his cheeks. So 
what, apart from milking our tear ducts with both hands, was Spielberg really trying to do?  

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jun/05/leader-1-d-day-standard-for-our-times
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/dec/22/jaws-steven-spielberg-1975-review-derek-malcolm
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Was his revolutionary approach to realism – the special effects and stunt teams make up the 
largest blocks in the credits – simply an attempt to conceal a deeply conservative message, as 
some commentators claimed? 

It was not quite as simple as that. Amid the horror of war, Spielberg seems to be trying to 
rediscover American innocence, that Holy Grail that existed only in the Rousseau-esque 
imagination yet was virtually incorporated into the constitution. Spielberg, like other 
Hollywood directors of the time, came from a generation scarred by the moral quagmire of 
Vietnam. He understood the national need, in the post-cold war chaos, to reach back to more 
certain times, seeking reassurance from that moment in history – the second world war – 
when the fight seemed unequivocally right. “Tell me I’ve led a good life,” says the weeping 
veteran in the cemetery to his wife. “Tell me I’m a good man.”  

“You are,” she replies, and the music begins to swell, with drum beats and trumpets. This 
representative of American motherhood appears to be reassuring the US as a whole. She 
seems to be speaking to a nation unable at that time to come to terms with its role in a 
disordered world, to a nation that, for all its power, can be bewilderingly naive abroad because 
it so badly needs to feel good about itself at home. 

Even movies ostensibly showing corruption and criminality in the heart of the CIA and the 
Pentagon have to end on a nationalistic 
note, with a tiny group of clean, 
upstanding American liberals saving 
democracy.  

 ‘A stinker’ … Mel Gibson in The Patriot. 
Photograph: Allstar/Columbia Pictures  

And it is, of course, hard to forget The 
Patriot, starring Mel Gibson, that fearless 
symbol of Brit-bashing films, whether at 
Gallipoli or all woaded up in the Scottish 
Highlands as Braveheart. 

 

Andrew Marr rightly called The Patriot, set in the American war of independence, “a stinker”. 
As he pointed out: “Black Americans, in fact destined to stay slaves thanks to the war, very 
many of whom enlisted with the British, are shown fighting shoulder to shoulder with their 
white rebel ‘brothers’. The British are portrayed as effete sadists and serial war criminals, just 
as in other American films. The huge support of the Bourbon French, who helped win the war, 
is airbrushed out. And the fact that most colonists actually sided with King George is airily 
forgotten.” 

We will fight them on the pristine 
beaches … Kenneth Branagh in 
Dunkirk. Photograph: Allstar/Warner 
Bros.  

Patriotism also permeated those British 
war movies of the 1950s and 60s – The 
Dam Busters, Reach for the Sky, The 
Cruel Sea, The Heroes of Telemark, The 
Battle of the River Plate, Cockleshell 
Heroes.  

 It camouflaged itself in self-
deprecation, but the rousing march 

music in the finale always braced our belief in the rightness of our cause. We have long made 
fun of all the period cliches, unable to believe that anyone talked like that. But when 
researching my new book Arnhem: The Battle for the Bridges, I found that German officers 
really did say to the British paratroopers taken prisoner: “For you the war is over.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2009/jul/22/the-patriot-mel-gibson-reel-history
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2009/jul/22/the-patriot-mel-gibson-reel-history
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-6
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-6
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One of my favourite remarks, recorded at the time by a junior doctor, is the reaction of Colonel 
Marrable, the head of an improvised hospital in the Netherlands, when Waffen-SS panzer 
grenadiers seized the building. Still puffing gently on his pipe, he says to his medical staff: 
“Good show, chaps. Don’t take any notice of the Jerries. Carry on as if nothing has 
happened.” I have always been doubtful about the notion of “a national character”, but a 
national self-image certainly existed during the war and for some time afterwards.  

Perhaps that is partly why I do not react so angrily when watching films of that era. Also, they 
never used that weasel claim “based on a true story”. 

Recent productions are a very different matter. Last year’s Dunkirk and Darkest Hour were 
strong Oscar contenders. Yet watching Dunkirk, you would have thought that CGI had not 
been invented. Where were all those 400,000 men and their discarded equipment on all those 
miles of empty, pristine beaches? The film also gave the impression that the air battles took 
place at low level over the sea when, in fact, Fighter Command was counterattacking at 

altitude and well inland. It also implied that 
“the little ships”, as Churchill called them, 
rescued more soldiers than the Royal Navy 
warships. Wrong again. 

 ‘He never set foot on the Tube in his life’ … 
Gary Oldman takes the underground as 
Churchill in Darkest Hour. Photograph: Alamy  

Darkest Hour had even more historical 
inaccuracies. Gary Oldman fully deserved the 
best actor Oscar for his brilliant performance 
as Churchill, but those responsible for the 
script get “nul points”. I fear that anyone who 

agrees to be a historical adviser for a movie is putting their reputation on the line. The 
ludicrous scene of Churchill in the underground (where he had never set foot in his life) was 
not the only howler. 

On becoming prime minister in 1940, Churchill remained in the Admiralty, but he generously 
allowed Chamberlain to carry on in Downing Street. His respectful treatment of his former 
leader is important because – when it came to the crunch with Lord Halifax, over the question 
of asking the Italians to discover Hitler’s peace terms – Chamberlain supported Churchill and 
did not plot against him as the film suggests. 

Also, why were so many scenes shot in the bunker war rooms when the Luftwaffe had not yet 
bombed London? I was so irritated, it was a good thing I saw it on my own. Another visit to the 
dentist, I fear.   Antony Beevor’s Arnhem: The Battle for the Bridges, 1944 is published by 
Viking.  

76 years later, the 
history-altering 
legacy of Midway 
lives on 
By: Victoria Leoni   June 5 2018  

Scene on board the USS Yorktown 
shortly after she was hit by three 
Japanese bombs on the first day of the 
Battle of Midway. June 4-7 marks the 
76th anniversary of the battle, which is 
considered one of the most decisive 

turning points in WWII. (Navy) 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/video/2016/aug/05/dunkirk-first-teaser-for-christopher-nolans-second-world-war-epic-video
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-7
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/may/29/antony-beevor-the-greatest-war-movie-ever-and-the-ones-i-cant-bear#img-7
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2017/sep/13/darkest-hour-review-gary-oldman-toronto-film-festival-tiff
https://www.guardianbookshop.com/arnhem-576165.html
https://www.militarytimes.com/author/victoria-leoni
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IT’S CONSIDERED one of the most decisive naval battles in World War II – a four-day, 3,000-
casualty encounter that permanently changed the course of the Pacific campaign. The Battle 
of Midway came to an end 76 years ago, and with it, the demise of the Imperial Japanese fleet. 
Thanks to the efforts of critical American codebreakers, U.S. forces were able to anticipate the 
Japanese surprise attack and deliver the Imperial Navy what military historian John Keegan 
called “the most stunning and decisive blow in the history of naval warfare.” 

Coming just sixth months after the attacks on Pearl Harbor, the U.S. victory at Midway is 
credited with changing the tide of the war and putting a halt to Japanese expansion in the 
Pacific. 

The 76th anniversary of the battle has been commemorated with ceremonies throughout the 
U.S. and Japan.  The anniversary comes as a new blockbuster action film centered on the 
battle is set to start filming this summer.  “Midway” will star Woody Harrelson and Mandy 
Moore under the direction of German filmmaker and “Independence Day” producer, Roland 
Emmerich. 

The film is set to follow the real soldiers and aviators who delivered the American victory at 
Midway. It will shoot in Hawaii and Canada beginning August 16, although there’s no word yet 
on when the movie will appear on the big screens.  

Book Reviews: Gerry Bartlett is on leave  

Arnhem: The Battle for the Bridges, 1944 by 
Antony Beevor — ‘An epic cock-up’ 

There was plenty of heroics in the battle for Arnhem, but Antony Beevor’s 
retelling makes clear just what a disaster Montgomery’s vainglorious plan was. 
Review by Giles Milton: The Sunday Times, May 6 2018  

 

Courtesy of David Lippman 

THE BRITISH are uncommonly adept at conjuring glory from military defeat. Dunkirk is the 
paradigm, but sitting no less squarely within this tradition is the epic catastrophe of Operation 
Market Garden, whose narrative was being reshaped even before the first flesh wounds had 
started to heal. It’s not hard to see why: too many important players had made too many 
mistakes in an offensive that should never have been given the green light. 

http://www.navy.mil/submit/display.asp?story_id=105866
https://japan.stripes.com/base-info/midway-76th-anniversary-commemoration-holds-cfas
https://deadline.com/2018/05/roland-emmerichs-wwii-epic-midway-sets-sail-with-woody-harrelson-mandy-moore-agc-studios-1202374631/
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Market Garden was Montgomery’s attempt to spearhead an advance into the German Reich in 
the autumn of 1944. In doing so, he hoped to steal a march on Omar Bradley’s American 
forces further to the south. 

Monty’s was a twin-pronged mission. Operation Market was the airborne component: 
American, British and Polish paratroopers were to be dropped behind enemy lines with the 
task of capturing key canal and river bridges leading towards Germany, notably the great road 
bridge at Arnhem. Operation Garden was the ground element. Lieutenant-General Brian 
Horrocks was to thrust the tanks and armoured vehicles of XXX Corps northwards to the 

newly captured bridges. 

This part of the operation was particularly 
fraught with danger. There was just one raised 
highway leading towards Arnhem, with flooded 
meadows on either side. The road was an 
attacker’s nightmare and a defender’s dream. 

The drop: Allied troops land behind enemy 
lines, September 17, 1944ALAMY 

As a military narrative, the Arnhem operation 
ticks all the boxes, with violence aplenty and 
lashings of heroism, plus endurance, 
comradeship and stubborn pride. Above all, it 
has a cast of magnificently flawed protagonists 
and mud-splattered foot soldiers.  

These ill-equipped troops were to find themselves half broken by the unremitting hell of 
fighting against mortars, snipers and the II SS Panzer Corps. 

Little wonder that the offensive has so appealed to military historians. Cornelius Ryan was the 
first to undertake a detailed study. His 1974 classic, A Bridge Too Far, was a skilfully crafted 
narrative written by a gifted storyteller. Ryan’s trick was to wear his military learning lightly — 
divisions and regiments were rarely named unless absolutely necessary — and the book was 
snapped up by Hollywood, with Richard Attenborough turning it into a blockbuster movie. 

A more recent account comes from the Pulitzer Prize-winning Rick Atkinson, a literary 
craftsman of the highest order. He tells the story with panache in the third volume of his 
wartime trilogy, The Guns at Last Light. In two barnstorming chapters, he plunges the reader 
into a nerve-juddering orgy of bloodshed and deprivation, with generous dollops of 
psychological insight into the flawed psyches of the principal players. 

Now, the veteran military historian Antony Beevor has ventured into the Arnhem polders, with 
a sprawling account of this catastrophic offensive. Beevor takes a rather different approach to 
the unfolding events, viewing them with the detached eye of a military observer. The analysis 
he has produced of the disaster is forensic. 

In his acknowledgements, Beevor expresses gratitude to Atkinson, who generously handed 
over all his Arnhem research notes, and to Cornelius Ryan, whose Ohio archive contains 
hundreds of in-depth interviews with wartime veterans.  Aficionados of military history will 
revel in Beevor’s microscopic detail, with every skirmish given its rightful place. Yet there are 
times when the sheer wealth of material threatens to engulf the narrative in a way it never does 
in Ryan or Atkinson. 

The author’s cover-all-the-bases approach is intended, perhaps, to accurately reflect the chaos 
on the ground. Yet I couldn’t help wondering whether fewer characters — and a tighter focus 
— might have brought greater clarity to this vast human drama. I found myself increasingly 
reliant on the book’s 12 maps as I sought to keep up with companies and units lost in the 
Arnhem marshland. 

Beevor’s prodigious research has nevertheless unearthed many treasures, particularly his 
record of the sufferings of Dutch civilians who risked their necks by nursing wounded allied 
soldiers. Also welcome is the author’s willingness to pass judgment on the main players. 
Montgomery, in particular, comes across as an insufferable bore with a highly inflated ego. 
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“Balls, sheer balls, rubbish,” was his verdict on a memo from Eisenhower. Beevor blames 
Montgomery for the Arnhem disaster. “It was quite simply a very bad plan right from the start.” 
It was, indeed, sheer balls. 

 Other protagonists may be less familiar to the reader. Lieutenant-General Frederick “Boy” 
Browning (husband to Daphne du Maurier) comes across as a petulant popinjay whose 
affected airs and incessant moustache-twirling infuriated the Americans. (Stephen Fry would 
play him to perfection.)  

And there’s Horrocks, the bullish Olympic pentathlon 
champion, who led the armoured XXX Corps in a frantic 
charge along the raised road that would soon become 
known as Hell’s Highway. It would be a tale with which 
they could “bore their grandchildren”, quipped Horrocks 
to his adoring tank crews at the pre-battle briefing. 
Sadly, many would not live to have grandchildren 
(casualties topped 1,500), while 12,000 paratroopers 
would be maimed or slaughtered in the marshes of the 
eastern Netherlands. 

Beevor offers a worthy defence of the prickly Polish 
commander General Stanislaw Sosabowski, who was 
deeply sceptical of the operation from the outset. 
Outrageously, Monty made him a scapegoat for its 
failure, publicly humiliating him and then hanging him 
out to dry. Not until 60 years later did the Dutch give 
Sosabowski a posthumous award for bravery. 

The myth-making of the Arnhem “victory” began long 
before the debacle had come to its conclusion. 
Montgomery asserted it had been a 90% success, since 
his troops got nine-tenths of the way there. This 

prompted Eisenhower’s deputy to comment wryly: “One jumps off a cliff with an even higher 
success rate, until the last few inches.” Churchill was prepared to overlook those last inches. 
“A decided victory,” was his verdict. 

As with Dunkirk, it was nothing of the sort. An “epic cock-up” was the opinion of one British 
major. Prince Bernhard of the Netherlands put it more tartly. “My country cannot afford 
another Montgomery victory.”   Viking £25 pp459  

"No Echo in The Sky" 
"No Echo In The Sky" by Harald Penrose 134 pp. 8 3/4" x 5 1/2". (Aris & Phillips 
Ltd., Teddington House, Warminster, £6.50).    Reviewed in Motor Sport. 

This little book has been out-of-print for 
a long time, since Cassell first published 
it in 1958 and very hard indeed to find in 
even the specialist aviation bookshops. 
Now it has been reprinted, in a collection 
of 35 revived, previously out-of-print, 
books covering the literature and history 
of aviation sponsored by Arno Press of 
New York, an associate of the New York 
Times.  

Harald Penrose, one-time Westland test-
pilot, has such a fine command of 
English, and knows so much about the 
flight of birds and of aeroplanes, and 
has had such a wide experience of the 
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latter, that this autobiographical work of his should be enjoyed enormously by all who have 
the romance and adventure of flying at heart. 

"No Echo In The Sky" is in the form of 15 short but beautifully-written chapters, each one 
covering a vivid experience of the author.  

Penrose writes from the viewpoint of one who has savoured the pleasure and the drama of 
flying to the full, and knows how to describe it in writings which can justifiably be described 
as literature; yet the technicalities are there the r.p.m. and m.p.h. figures, etc., to hold the 
attention of the purely mechanically-minded.                

The first chapter of this book describes the boy Penrose 
cycling to a local field and having a toy ride in an Avro 504, 
in 1919. The next is about how he was taught to fly, in a 
Westland biplane, after he had joined the Yeovil Company in 
1926. The third short but so-descriptive chapter is 
concerned with trying a Bristol fighter, in 1927, "my first 
relatively-powerful aeroplane, after slow school machines 
..." Notice that they were aeroplanes to Penrose, not aircraft 
... 

So this grandly fascinating little book unfolds, with 
wonderful insights into a test-pilot's life, each piece brief but 
perfectly rounded-out. There is the fun Penrose had in his 
high-wing Westland Widgeon monoplane, until it was 
burned-out in a curious accident.  

He describes next his high altitude flight in a specially-
stripped, supercharged, two-seater Houston-Westland 
Bristol Pegasus-engined biplane, which they hoped would 
climb a mile higher than the ceiling of the current Bristol 
Bulldog fighter and which was to try for a flight over Everest; Penrose got it laboriously to 
37,300 feet, at which altitude the temperature was -65 deg., when the engine stopped and he 
had to get it in on the glide at Shoreham, Tangmere or Hamble - "Why had I forgotten Gosport 
and Lee?' - in this age of no radio aids and with no blind-flying instruments; Home in that 
instant became very far away tomorrow would be won only if today, and in this hour, no 
mistakes were made, and fortune smiled." 

Then we have another adventure, when the Westland PV7, "the biggest high-wing monoplane 
than had yet been made," broke up on a test-flight and he had to jump from it and land by 
parachute, back in the late summer of 1934. From that marvellously-described memory 
Penrose then tells us what it was like to test-fly for the first time, watched by the staff 
responsible for it, a Rolls-Royce-engined R.A.F. Westland Pterodactyl tail-less monoplane, 
early in 1935, of an alarmingly low cliff flight he made in his home-built Pegasus sailplane on a 
windy day off the Dorset cliffs in 1936, and of his first experience flying a fixed-pitch, wooden 
propeller Supermarince Spitfire at Martlesham in 1938. 

War was closing in and the latter part of the book covers flying a captured Messerschmitt 
Moog during hostilities, with the danger of being shot-up by an inquisitive Spitfire (the German 
machine's direct-fuel-injection gave it "instantaneous and perfect" pick-up), praise for the 
Westland Lysander, having to force-land a Westland Welkin twin-R-R-Merlin prototype in the 
war-time radio-silence of 1943 when an engine went out and cabin pressurisation failed at 
47,000 ft. over Cornwall, and he gives us a graphic impression of what jet-propulsion seemed 
like in 1945, flying an R.A.F. Gloster Meteor (and the undercarriage warning-lights failed, as 
this borrowed aeroplane was due to come in to land, with zero fuel!)  

The book closes with Penrose going on the BOAC familiarisation flight to Singapore in 1952 in 
the then-new De Haviland Comet air-liner and, a fitting finale, his test-flying of the Westland 
Wyvern strike-fighter,below,  the 319th-type he had flown, from its initial flight in 1943 to its 
acceptance by Squadrons in 1953. One flight ended in a landing in this machine, which had 
killed at least four of Harald's close friends, with one aileron out of action, after a terminal. 
velocity dive had all but ended in disaster, the eighth close-call the author had had in this 
aeroplane... 
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To quote further from "No Echo In The Sky" is unnecessary. I need only say that I enjoyed it 
very much indeed, this book about flying which is also about the beauty of the English 
countryside at different times of the year (it is illustrated by Keith Shackleton's excellent 
drawings), and that I think some of you might, too - W.B. 

 
 

Harald Penrose was one of the British aviation 
industry's most respected test pilots…. 
…his appointment in 1931 as chief test pilot at Westland Aircraft began a 22-year labour of 
love: he made the initial test flights on all the subsequent Westland types, notably the 
extraordinary pterodactyl series of tail-less monoplanes designed by Captain Geoffrey Hill, the 
Houston- Westland PV3 which flew over Everest in April 1933 and the Lysander army co- 
operation aircraft. A disastrous in-flight structural failure of the P7 monoplane allowed 
Penrose the dubious privilege of becoming the first pilot to bale out of an enclosed-cockpit 
aeroplane, though he was forced to make his exit via a side window when suction forces 
jammed the sliding roof. 

Born in Hereford in 1904, when man was making his first faltering essays into the skies, 
Penrose became enamoured with flight at the age of five, after his father showed him a picture 
of the monoplane in which Bleriot had just flown the Channel. Two years later, the infant was 
lifted aloft - albeit only a few feet - beneath a Cody-type kite in his local park. 

Several encounters with flying machines in the pre-war years fired a youthful ambition to 
become a pilot, but not until the end of the First World War did Penrose enjoy his first flight, in 
a war-surplus Avro 504K in which the pioneer aviator Alan Cobham was giving joyrides from a 
field at Reading. 

Following a four-year aeronautical course at the Northampton Engineering College of London 
University, Penrose joined Westland Aircraft at Yeovil, Somerset, in September 1926. By the 
New Year he was overseeing the construction of the Wigeon III light monoplane, and was the 
first to fly in it as a passenger after its maiden flight. 

Obtaining a commission in the Reserve of Air Force Officers (RAFO) in 1927, Penrose learnt to 
fly in a Bristol Type 73 at the Bristol Flying School, soloing after six hours dual and moving on 
to a Jupiter-engined advance trainer variant of the First World War Bristol Fighter. He returned 
to Westland gazetted as Pilot Officer RAFO, obtained his private pilot's A-Licence the same 
year and made his first flights for Westland in the Wigeon. 

In March 1928 he was authorised to fly a number of the company's new machines - much to 
his surprise, as he had fewer than 100 hours' total piloting experience. He was also acting as a 
test-flight observer, and later that year was made manager of Westland's new civil aircraft 
department, overseeing the development of the W.IV and Wessex trimotors. In October he 
qualified for his commercial pilot's B-Licence. 
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In 1930 Penrose began flying the Wapiti general-purpose military two- seater and the following 
year he was entrusted with taking a Variant to South America and demonstrating it in both 
landplane and seaplane forms. 

Shortly after his return, in May 1931, Captain Louis Paget, Westland's pilot in charge, suffered 
serious injuries in a crash, and Penrose was asked to fulfil his duties - with no increase in 
wages.  

After all, he later recalled: "It just seemed wonderful that Westland was letting me have 
extensive free flying which I would otherwise have been unable to afford." With the news that 
Paget was permanently crippled, Penrose was appointed chief test pilot.   Amid his busy 
professional life, Penrose also found time to build and fly his self-designed sailplane, 
Pegasus, in 1935. 

With the outbreak of the 
Second World War, 
production testing 
intensified and the 
Lysander, with its 
exceptional short-field 
capabilities, became 
renowned for its role in 
flying Special 
Operations Executive 
agents in and out of 
French fields in the dead 
of night. The new 
Whirlwind twin- engine 
fighter, first flown by 
Penrose in October 
1938, proved a 

disappointment, and the extraordinary tandem-wing version of the Lysander, which he looped 
on its maiden flight in July 1944, was a one-off experiment. 

Penrose also carried out the production tests of other manufacturers' aircraft build under 
licence by his company; Spitfires, Seafires, Barracudas and Lend-Lease Curtiss Mohawk and 
Tomahawk fighters allocated to Westland for assembly and test-flying. The company's last 
wartime design, the Welkin high-altitude fighter, proved a troublesome mount for Penrose and 
his fellow pilots. 

By far the most notorious aeroplane flown by Penrose, however, was the turbo-prop powered 
Wyvern naval fighter, which suffered from being a new air frame married to new and under-
developed engines. First flown in December 1946, this big single-seater underwent protracted 
development during which three test pilots lost their lives. Only quick and instinctive reactions 
kept Penrose from being numbered among the victims when the Wyvern he was returning to 
Yeovil suffered a failed aileron linkage and turned over on its back. 

After six years of Wyvern flying, Penrose was appointed Sales Manager of Westland Aircraft 
Ltd, responsible for the Westland, Bristol and Saunders-Roe helicopter group. By then he had 
amassed some 5,000 hours on no fewer than 250 different types of aircraft ranging from 
rotorcraft to modern jets. He continued to fly for pleasure (he would probably have said that 
flying was always a pleasure), acquiring a diminutive Currie Wot bi-plane after his retirement in 
1967 and sampling other types whenever the opportunity arose. 

Apart from his aeronautical talents, Penrose was a keen ornithologist, a naval architect (he 
designed 36 boats and yachts), and designed the house at Nether Compton, Dorset, in which 
he lived for 50 years. He also wrote a number of books, being gifted with a fluidity and elegant 
prose style rare in aviation writers. His outstanding autobiographical works were I Flew with 
the Birds (1949), No Echo in the Sky (1958), Airymouse (1967), Cloud Cuckooland (1981), and 
Adventure with Fate (1984). Other titles were Architect of Wings (1985), a biography of the 
Avro designer Roy Chadwick, Wings across the World (1980), a history of British Airways, and 
an impressive five-volume history of British aviation. 
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Penrose was made a Fellow of the Royal Aeronautical Society in 1936 and in 1993, when his 
tally had risen to 5,500 hours on 309 types, he was presented with Honorary Fellowship of the 
US Society of Experimental Test Pilots. 

Harald James Penrose, pilot: born 12 April 1904; OBE 1946; married 1929 Norn Bailey (died 
1986; one son, one daughter); died 31 August 1996. 

 

 

All stories in Scribblings are the opinions of the authors.  
Comments should be made to michaelpcoms@btinternet.com.    

Although the Pen & Sword Club will go into summer recess in July 
and August Scribblings will continue throughout the summer 
months.  
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