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Is the message getting through? Military media 
ops are important 
WHILE THERE STILL APPEARS to be elements among the UK ‘s Armed Forces who have 
scant understanding of non-kinetic warfare the penny has dropped in many places.  Not the 
least in Government, the Ministry of Defence and even among the Media where the dangers of 
ignoring cyber warfare and the associated skills of military media operations and psy ops are 
on the wake-up list, writes Editor Mike Peters   

The UK Media has been complaining for some time that, particularly, Army media operations 
has little visibility and there have been strident calls for a different strategy and tactics in the 
Ministry of Defence for dealing with the press.    

The welcome appearance of the Chief of the General Staff, General Sir Nicholas Carter 
delivering warnings of the threat from Russia and highlighting the lack of support from the 
Treasury that is affecting Britain’s fighting forces brought more than a few calls to the 
Scribblings news desk at the start of the year.   That the CGS message got through is 
indicated by the sometimes over obvious reaction from opposition quarters and the stories on 
platforms such as RT and Sputnik.   Well they would say that wouldn’t they, comes to mind. 

A willingness for leading politicians and their professional military advisers to be available to 
explain their messages would be an overdue return to a formerly well proven practice.  Not for 
nothing did many of those who held the title of Director of Public Relations among the three-
Armed Services and the Government’s Information Service often get through to the top jobs.   
In industry today, it is not unusual for the Director of Media & Communications to be on the 
Board or at least sitting in on top level decision making.   

An ability to deal with and understand the media and the importance of military media 
operations in the 21st century should be a requisite for all officers – Scribblings recalls the 
highly successful press officer courses that were run during the Northern Ireland Troubles and 
the time and energy devoted to media operations when British Army of the Rhine faced an 
invasion across the Inner German Border.    

The determination of the new Secretary of State for Defence, Mr. Gavin Williamson, to stand up 
to the Treasury and the intervention of Sir Michael Fallon to say that more money is needed 
has gone down well among the Armed Forces and their supporters.   
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Indeed, if you add the decision of the MoD to call a news facility in January to demonstrate and 
update the media on the much harangued and maligned F-35B programme one might be 
forgiven in hoping that this once regular type of briefing will be repeated. 

Scribblings does wonder, however, just how much prodding from industry was needed to set 
up the F-35 facility.  One industry observer tactfully suggested it was “a joint decision.”   That 
it was a success is not in doubt and we publish some of the reporting later in this edition. 

Twittering or Face-booking bland offerings is just not good enough though social media 
should not to be ignored or neglected with the proviso that the latest research shows that trust 
in social media news has rapidly declined and that quality journalism is once again on the up. 
The media - mainstream, regional and provincial plus specialist defence - will be much more 
amenable and understanding in a regime of planned, in depth and honest briefings and if 
journalists are fed on a diet of sensible stories.   

There will be times that the Ministry and senior officers must accept there will be bad news 
stories but that is the nature of the world and the right of the media to expose in a true 
democracy.   Learning to handle them is one of the necessary skills of public relations.   

That a story, such as the early leak of the new Army advertising campaign, will happen again 
in the future must be expected and there should be plans for this in place.  Every self-
respecting professional public relations officer has this type of crisis skill up a sleeve. 

There are good stories around and it is interesting to note how, with limited funds, the Reserve 
Forces and Cadets Associations manage to get people stories out and published in the much-
reduced provincial press. 

Scribblings supports the hard work and dedication of the slimmed down civilian side of MoD 
media & communications though we were surprised this week to learn that MoD public 
relations staff now rarely leave their desks to interface with the media.  It is deemed sufficient 
to work via the internet. This explains a great deal of the criticism voiced by mainstream 
media.    There is no real substitute for face-to-face contact with journalists by public relations 
people.   

General Sir Nick has done well in the last days of January even though the barrage of criticism 
of the new advertising campaign swept across the media front.  The proof of that particular 
pudding will be in the eating and Scribblings awaits the short, medium and long-term results.   

What Scribblings does not want is to wait for news that the Army has learned the lessons of 
January.  The main lesson is that properly handled and fully staffed media operations is a vital 
way forward.  Calls for more money for over stretched Armed Forces is one thing but it must 



be backed by a greater openness with the movers and shakers, with the media at all levels and 
especially with the specialist defence press.    

There is still a great story to tell.  Let’s hear it and also learn the other lesson that is starting to 
emerge.  The public does not trust social media; it is turning away from platforms where fake 
news thrives.  Short stories, 240-word Tweets and pretty pictures on social media need the 
backing of solid information, more feature stories across the spectrum, more visits to units on 
the ground and – our pet subject - re-establishing the former Media Operations Group 
(Volunteers) plus enhancement of the RNR Media Ops Specialisation and the RAF’s 7664 
public relations squadron.  

The MoD should take advantage of the specialist support that is there among many media 
practitioners who are supporters of the armed forces.  There are many in the Regular Forces 
who have become able public relations officers; there are well motivated and hardworking 
individuals in the civilian information service, but 
there is also a requirement so ably demonstrated 
by the late and great Territorial, Colonel Alan 
Protheroe whose civilian role was Assistant 
Director Generals (News) at the BBC when he 
formed the TA Pool of Information Officers which 
grew into the Media Operations Group.   

The MoD should harness, develop and deploy the 
value of media professionals already serving as 
Reservists; foster the recruiting of media 
professionals into part time uniform and put their 
knowledge and expertise to work. 

Scribblings has had a busy month sifting the 
world’s media for stories that will interest the military media operations community.  That fake 
news thrives and Russia is targeting our political and military scenarios is plain to see.   
Platforms like Russia Today and the Russian Sputnik broadcasters have been disparaging and 
scathing in their comments.  Much of its content is blatantly psy ops but it must not be 
ignored.   

Even among parts of the mainstream UK media there have been instances in what a discerning 
journalist would recognise as “planted “material.  It is no longer safe to accept all that is 
written and broadcast.  Even news professionals must be aware of fake news and propaganda 
and read-between-the-lines.   But when journalists like Roger Boyes in the Times start to 
concentrate their attention on Russian moves and garner information from those currently 
facing the threat from East it is time to take notice. 

 
Russian bear is on the move 
Putin’s forces have learnt much from their proxy wars in Ukraine 
and Syria. They are forward-thinking and technologically 
sophisticated — and NATO commanders are right to be worried 
By: Roger Boyes, January 27 2018, The Times 



ANTON CHEKHOV was spot on in his 
advice to aspiring playwrights. “If in 
the first act you have a gun hanging 
on the wall,” said the great Russian 
writer, “then in the following act it 
should be fired.” 

Roger Boyes, right 

The same principle applies to 
military science. If a country 
mobilises 100,000 men for an 
exercise covering different time 
zones, testing new weapons and 
tactics, then that’s the gun on the 
wall. Little wonder the NATO defence establishment is rattled and thinking aloud about 
whether, despite the West’s obvious technical superiority, it has underestimated the resilience 
of Russia’s armed forces. 

General Sir Nick Carter, chief of the general staff, sounded the alarm this week. Russia, he 
said, has been learning fast from its recent wars. It is, he argued, “the most complex and 
capable state-based threat to our country since the end of the Cold War”.  

The US secretary of defence, James Mattis, was just as explicit: “Our competitive edge has 
eroded,” said the former general, referring to Russia, “in every domain — air, land, sea, space 
and cyberspace — and is continuing to erode.” Gavin Williamson, the defence secretary, 
claims that Moscow is planning to rip Britain’s infrastructure apart and to “actually cause 
thousands and thousands of deaths”. 

It was predictable that the top brass and its champions would start lobbying for more cash to 
re-engineer the military. The Afghan war is winding down and it is unlikely that the army will 
fight another quite like it again. Islamic State is almost beaten as a military force in Iraq and 
Syria. Invaluable lessons have been learnt about counter-insurgency, about protecting 
soldiers in the field, about the use of air power in close support. The time has come, though, to 
turn to the core task of defending Britain against new forms of attack from an old enemy that 
is keen to engage in all theatres. We’re not getting any stronger and they’re getting smarter. 

The sabre-rattling may be an attempt to re-purpose a NATO that has lost some of its mojo. The 
Russian bogeyman was always good for that; a useful tool for generals who want to persuade 
politicians to dig deeper into their pockets. But this time Russia really does seem to be 
cranking up, if not for World War Three, then at least for a new kind of armed struggle that 
could win it decisive leverage in coming crises.  

General Carter made the comparison, in his speech to the Royal United Services Institute, with 
the Russian imperial cabinet mulling over an attack on Germany in 1912. Leave it for a decade, 
the hawks had warned in that year, and the balance of advantage would have shifted in 
Germany’s favour. 

Does modern Russia really face an analogous situation? Has its military modernisation and its 
recent battle experience in Ukraine and Syria given it a sense of over-confidence? I put this to 
the chief of the defence staff of the Estonian army, General Riho Terras, one of the savviest 
Russia-watchers in the NATO alliance. His office, in an old military hospital, does not have a 
gun on the wall, only the badges of befriended western regiments. But he has no doubt that 
Russia is giving new shape to its forces for a new kind of battle. 

Zapad 2017, last autumn’s mass manoeuvres by Russia and Belarus, is the starting point, says 
the general, for any assessment of Russia’s military intention. After all, Zapad 2009 was about 
working out what had gone wrong in the five-day war with Georgia in the previous year. And 
Zapad 2013 rehearsed some elements of the war against Ukraine. Held every four years, Zapad 
is a kind of military laboratory for Russia’s future posture towards NATO. 



Russian attack helicopters taking part in Zapad 2017, joint manoeuvres carried out by Russia 
and Belarus last September SERGEI GAPON/AFP/GETTY IMAGES 

The opening scenario for last year’s manoeuvres was supposed to be a foreign power 
manipulating a minority in Belarus — a NATO-inspired terror attack. What should Russia do, 
how should its ally Belarus react to NATO’s cunning use of hybrid warfare? “But that isn’t 
what Zapad was about at all,” says the energetic 50-year-old Estonian commander, who did a 
stint at the Royal College of Defence Studies. “We realised that when we received advance 
notification that the Russians would be using 4,000 railway wagons.” 

As the exercise unfolded, it became clear that Russia was pulling out all the stops. “It ran 
across all operational arenas from the high north to the south, from the Norwegian border to 
the Black Sea, a theatre-wide approach.” Outside the formal reach of the exercise, bombing 
runs were rehearsed in central Russia. A nuclear submarine travelled to St Petersburg for the 
centenary celebrations of the Russian revolution and then returned via the Baltic, sampling the 
waters. And, of course, throughout the autumn Russia was busy testing some 150 weapons 
systems in Syria. 

International observers were not invited because Russia managed to parcel the grand 
manoeuvres into a dozen separate exercises, each involving fewer than 13,000 men, thus 
falling below the number requiring foreign monitoring under the Vienna convention. Even so, it 
was clearly a message to the West that the Russian military was back, a serious rival. “They 
showed that they had tempo and could scale up fast,” says General Terras. 

Speed of mobilisation has been an important part of Russian war-making since Soviet days. In 
the Cold War, NATO worked out that the Russian army would move out of its garrisons in East 
Germany and blast its way to Hamburg in West Germany within 48 hours, the so-called 
Hamburg Grab, which would make a western nuclear response all but unthinkable. The 
Warsaw Pact moved quickly into Prague in 1968, squashing its attempts to democratise the 
system. 

Now, though, speed is measured differently. It is powered by new weaponry, new tactics and 
new battlefield experience. When Russian troops first went to war in Chechnya in 1994 they 
found themselves unable to jam insurgents’ communications. In Russia’s five-day summer 
war with Georgia in 2008, the mountainous terrain thwarted Russia’s helicopter-mounted 
jammers. By the time Russian troops and their proxies were fighting in eastern Ukraine in 
2014, however, their electronic warfare specialists were hacking into the smartphones of  



Ukrainian artillery units, spreading false information and manipulating their GPS signals. 
Some soldiers were lured out of cover so that they could be picked off; others were fed a 
stream of morale-destroying text messages. 

 

The same Russian teams were blocking data transmission from surveillance drones (including 
those later used by peacekeeping monitors) and locating Ukrainian forward positions. One 
Ukrainian officer, asked what he most wanted from his government, replied: concrete. He 
could not imagine any surer way of guarding himself against militant shelling than a solid, old-
fashioned bunker.  

Yet Russian work on electronic warfare is advancing so fast that the only safe response is to 
change location every three hours. Patrick Bury, a military logistics expert at Bath university, 
draws a lesson from the success of motorbike gangs in London, suggesting some wars could 
be fought by units on motorbikes: easy to hide, easy to disperse and then regroup, and 
temporarily baffling for cyberwarriors. 

Electronic warfare (EW) is plainly a Russian strength. Colonel Jeffrey Church, chief of the 
Pentagon’s EW division, was flabbergasted by Russian advances: “They have electronic 
warfare units, they have electronic warfare equipment that trained soldiers use, and then they 
incorporate it into their training. We do not have EW units, we have very little equipment, and 
we do very little EW training. It’s not that we couldn’t be as good or better than them, it’s just 
that right now we choose not to.” 

The Russian army is becoming more open to ideas and that makes it a more formidable 
opponent, although it spends a fraction of what the US or NATO as a whole ploughs into its 
efforts. There is hardly an area that has not been subject to radical rethinking since what is 
still perceived as a botched campaign in Georgia in 2008.  

“Special forces, Spetsnaz, are again under the command of the GRU [the military intelligence 
service],” says General Terras. “Pilots are being trained to fly blind in case opponents 
interfere with their electronics; command and control has been digitised, air support has been 
integrated into ground operations.” 

 As in the West, special forces play an important part in what General Carter has identified as 
the Russian exploitation of “the seams between peace and war”. Unlike the West, their advice 
is sought not just on tactics but on weapon design. Spetsnaz marksmen advised on the design 
of the new sniper rifle, the SVK. 

 



Russia, as its recent wars show, chooses to fight at arm’s length. That might be the bitter 
legacy of its occupation of Afghanistan or it may simply reflect the needs of an army in a 
society with slow population growth and increasingly expensive training bills. Either way it is 
making an impact on weapon design and tactical preferences.  

The new Armata tank, for example, has no exposed soldier in the turret. The EW units are 
going to introduce new artificial intelligence systems that analyse a combat zone, identify 
targets, work out how to cut off enemy communications and then transmit orders to soldiers in 
the field. Military innovation fairs pitch dozens of ideas and most of them, such as anti-
shrapnel goggles and state of the art mobile hospitals, are supposed to protect men in the 
field. 

Some of these blueprints are nowhere near being widely introduced. An exo-skeleton uniform 
prototype designed by Rostec, a state-run defence company, promises soldiers a nuclear-
proof watch — handy for anyone who wants to know the time of day during Armageddon. The 
fashionably black uniform is fireproof, has built-in mine detectors, a digital health check and 
titanium supports to help with heavy loads.  

The production costs are well beyond the Russian defence budget but merely displaying it 
sends two signals: the Russian army has the best interests of its soldiers at heart and the 
Russian state will continue to financially support businesses that stimulate discussion about 
how the wars of the future should be fought. 

 
The best way, of course, to shield Russian lives in the field is to use proxies. It is easier to 
deploy quickly, easier to fend off domestic political criticism too, if mercenaries are doing the 
dirty work. In eastern Ukraine, Russian-trained separatists, carefully guided from across the 
border, made up the sharp end of the war. In Syria, it was Bashar al-Assad’s Russian-trained 
army. Neither of these proxy forces was very effective and one of the lessons taken home has 
been how to exercise rigorous but discreet control over them.  

Russian officers have been spotted taking notes from Hezbollah commanders (themselves an 
Iranian proxy) since their tactical sense was much admired. The Frunze military academy, the 
Russian army’s staff college, has already introduced courses on the war in Syria. And four out 
of the last five appointments of heads of military districts have been senior officers with Syria 
experience. 

Moscow rules mean doing more with less. Russian aircraft averaged 40 to 50 sorties a day and 
they achieved this with between 30 and 50 combat planes and up to 40 helicopters. Losses 
were minimal, the most spectacular being when a Turkish F-16 shot down a Russian Su-24M in 
November 2015 after it had strayed for a few seconds into Turkish airspace. And Moscow rules 
mean that campaigns are time-limited, bound to a single achievable goal. The motto is: fail 
fast, then learn and adjust. Don’t dig in and compound mistakes. Always begin with an exit in 
view. 



That has been the pattern since Russia intervened directly in Ilovaisk in eastern Ukraine in late 
August 2014 and again in Debaltseve in February 2015. Syria — apart from being a testing 
ground for weapons that have now gained a worldwide market — was fought on the same 
principles, and the Kremlin’s first big military operation outside its former Soviet 
neighbourhood since Afghanistan has left it strutting with confidence. 

One thing has become clear to NATO observers: apart from the annexation of Crimea, the 
Russians are no longer in the business of occupying territory. It would be a mistake then to 
read from the speeches of generals Carter and Mattis that World War Three is around the 
corner. Russia is in a different business. Its military class is honest enough to admit to itself 
that it can never outspend the US on defence; its current spending amounts to about 12 per 
cent of the American defence budget. 

It can catch up in some areas, though, and it can be smarter. The Washington-based Russia 
scholar Michael Kofman, of the Woodrow Wilson Centre, bemoans the complacency of the US 
defence establishment. “As difficult as it may be to admit, in terms of great power competition 
at the leadership level, the United States is IBM and Russia is Apple.” 

That doesn’t exclude a war. The very nimbleness of Russian military leadership can lead it into 
trouble. It has used force so far as a means of coercive diplomacy; as a way of returning 
Ukraine to its sphere of interest, propping up the Assad regime or discouraging NATO’s 
eastward enlargement. Its over-confidence could, however, tip it into an accidental war.  

The unplanned escalation of a conflict, a misunderstood manoeuvre, an action that causes a 
rival to lose face; small errors of 
judgment can nudge countries 
into war, especially those with 
such a bumptious leader as 
Vladimir Putin. And there is 
another possible reality: that 
figures in Moscow still stubbornly 
consider Russia’s neighbours in 
the Baltics to be in their orbit of 
control despite NATO 
membership. The temptation to 
meddle, to split the alliance, to test 
it to its very limits is what 
concerns a country like Estonia 
and why British troops are there 
as part of a tripwire. 

“For me,” says General Terras, 
right, “Article 3 of the North 
Atlantic treaty is as important as 
Article 5.” NATO’s Article 5 is the 
alliance’s one-for-all, all-for-one 
commitment to collective defence 
in case of an attack. 

 The less discussed Article 3 
pledges that a member will do 
everything in its power to develop its own defence forces. Estonia has 26,000 high-readiness 
reservists who can be mobilised within 24 hours, as well as 3,600 conscripts, 3,300 regulars 
and 15,000 volunteers. 

 When it launched a snap mobilisation last month, alerting reservists by text message and 
email, some rang from Australia asking how they could get a flight back. That’s pretty good for 
a small country. The Estonians know their Chekhov: that gun is still on the wall, but how long 
have they got before the next act of this Russian drama? 



Is the F-35B any good?   

THAT WAS THE BIG QUESTION posed by Alan Tovey in the Daily Telegraph a few years ago.  
Since then there has been, to say the least, controversy on just about every aspect of the jet.   
For those who have worked in the defence industry this is par for the course.  When you are at 
the frontier edge of technology things do not always run like clockwork.  

The F-35 consortium has faced up to its critics but in the UK much of the media challenge has 
been to seek more information than has been forthcoming -  particularly from the Ministry of 
Defence.  So, it was a relief to learn that in January the Ministry called a press facility, in 
conjunction with the manufacturers, Lockheed, and Britain’s BAE Systems, to show off the 
aircraft -  and its host of UK contractors.  This was a long overdue event and, surprise, 
surprise the outcome was good.    

Is the F35 any good?  It depends who you ask, wrote Torvell.  Stories from test pilots have 
raved about its abilities and there are reports of it performing very well in training exercises, 
“shooting down” adversaries before they were even aware it was nearby. Other defence 
experts hint at classified powers and abilities that they can’t talk about but make the F-35 a 
very capable warplane. 

However, mainstream media reports list constant problems with technologies that have 
caused huge delays - it’s years behind schedule, has cost overruns and within a week or so of 
the press facility came another US media claim that the software is still causing problems.   

Nevertheless, the Ministry of Defence and the Services continue to back the aircraft.  This in 
itself is satisfying for the defence industry.  Too many past projects have faced adverse 
comment and Government doubts and then turned out to be winners.  Not the least is the 
RAF’s Typhoon which was dogged by less than accurate reporting and is now in the front line 
and living up to its expectations.   Similarly, the EH1101 medium lift helicopter, now known as 
the Merlin, went through years of sometimes silly attacks and survived to demonstrate the 
advance in electronic capabilities, triple redundancy, on condition maintenance and anti-
vibration research. 

Let’s hope that the F-35 Lightning will, soon be in full operational service and justify its high 
price.  Where the Ministry is right is in showing off the capabilities and the industrial benefits 
of the aircraft and confounding the critics. They should keep the taxpayer and media informed 
and frustrate the social media fake news brigade by regular demonstrations of progress.    

This month Scribblings includes just one of the favourable stories that came out of the press 
facility and also cannot resist, looking back, at what might have been a brilliant British aircraft 
– the P1154.   Perhaps more on the media and the supersonic Harrier and the ill-fated TSR-2 in 
future editions. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/authors/alan-tovey/
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F-35 'incomparable' to Harrier jump jet, says 
top test pilot  
“We demanded proof – and we got it” 
By Gareth Corfield, The Register January 18 2018  
WHAT’S IT LIKE to fly an F-35 fighter jet?  We interviewed the chief British test pilot about a 
uniquely British flying technique – and then had a play with a full cockpit simulator to find out 
for ourselves. 

https://www.theregister.co.uk/Author/Gareth-Corfield


Squadron Leader Andy Edgell, pictured 
right, is the F-35 flight trials programme. 
A former Harrier pilot with sea time on 
two of the UK's previous aircraft 
carriers, Ark Royal and Illustrious, as 
well as operational deployments to 
Kandahar, Afghanistan, he is now based 
at the US Navy's test base at Patuxent 
River. He spoke to The Register in 
London yesterday at an F-35 press 
event. 

In his view the F-35 and the Harrier, 
despite broadly doing the same thing 
(landing vertically) are "almost 
incomparable" in flying terms: "The design principle of the F-35 is 'low effort' while the Harrier 
is a challenge to fly." 

Andy explained: "The human brain has a finite capacity and we don't want to use that on 
flying... we want to concentrate on being an operator of sensors." 

The theory behind the F-35's "sensor fusion" concept is that by putting some of the world's 
most advanced radars and other sensors on it, and then networking those with other F-35s, 
the unparalleled situational awareness this gives the pilots makes them a far more formidable 
fighting unit than other current frontline fighter jets. 

But does the high level of automation leave you "vulnerable" to the aircraft's whims while the 
pilot pores over his screens, we wondered? "You are in charge, if you choose to use it. 
Additional automation is there too – height, speed, heading hold. If you need to be hands-on 
with the throttle and stick, that's available. If you had a dynamic flight, you can dial that down." 

Andy also talked about the "uniquely British" manoeuvre that the UK team at Pax River 
developed, the shipborne rolling vertical landing (SRVL). For a jet fighter like the Harrier or the 
F-35, the normal landing technique on an aircraft carrier is to fly over the designated spot, 
hover and gently set down.  

 



But, as Andy explained, this reduces the amount of what he described as "Bernoulli lift" 
generated by the aircraft's wings. With less lift available, you reduce the maximum landing 
weight (too heavy and you break the undercarriage during the thump of touchdown) – and 
therefore the pilot may have to jettison expensive missiles and fuel to bring the aircraft back 
within safe vertical landing limits.  

With the SRVL technique, however, the pilot combines the vertical landing and a traditional 
horizontal landing like you'd see at an airport. By doing this the amount of Bernoulli lift 
available is increased – and, in naval aviation terms, the number of unused missiles that can 
be brought home to fight again with is increased. 

"It's a 35-knot overtaking speed at a seven-degree angle relative to the boat," Andy said. 
"You're literally coming down at the perfect speed and the perfect angle. This is British, utterly 
British," he enthused. "Everything we've done with the VAAC Harrier at places like Boscombe 
[Down, home of British military aviation research], stuff with modelling on how aircraft flies, 
it's brilliant." 

"The VAAC Harrier developed this years ago, with landings on [French aircraft carrier] Charles 
de Gaulle and the principles behind it were invented by the British," said Andy. The VAAC 
(Vectored thrust Advanced Aircraft Control) system, developed over the 1980s and 1990s by 
the British aeronautical industry, was eventually incorporated in the production F-35B, as is 
being flown by the RAF, the Royal Navy, the US Marines and Italy. 

That theme of automation also plays into the training for operating the F-35. According to both 
Andy and BAE Systems, the biggest sub-contractor on the F-35 project, around 3,000 hours of 
test flying have been completed on the full-motion simulator at BAE's Warton plant. Faith in 
the fidelity of the simulators is critical for the "flight" trials taking place in the UK, which 
includes both test flying and the training of landing signals officers (LSOs), who are F-35 pilots 
tasked with talking their comrades safely down to the deck. The simulators for both are linked, 
meaning the trainee pilot and trainee LSO can interact. 

Andy praised the dedication of the BAE team working on the trials, joking: "Every time I see 
them I'll say, how's the marriage going?" 

 

 Russia’s propaganda arms, RT and Sputnik International have 
been active in the last month following statements by the Secretary 
of State for Defence Mr Gavin Williamson and the Chief of the 
General Staff, General Sir Nick Carter.  Scribblings examines some 
of the Russian assertions and Western responses 

Britain’s top Army general 
begs for more cash so he 
can fight… guess who? 
By:  Simon Rite, RT   January 22, 2018  
THE UK ARMY CHIEF is deploying one of Britain’s most 
well-tested military tactics – begging for money by using 
Russia to scare the public and government into action. 
To quote analyst Mark Galeotti, “Russia is being 
weaponised.”  

General Sir Nick Carter will reportedly tell the Royal United Services Institute that he’s worried 
that Britain’s military is not keeping up with its adversaries – basically Russia – with particular 

http://www.bahg.org.uk/Harr_175.htm
https://www.rt.com/uk/416637-army-russia-general-money-carter/
https://twitter.com/SiWrites


concern about Moscow’s long-range missiles, “aggressive expeditionary force” and “cyber-
warfare capabilities.” 

If you’re wondering what he means, it’s kind of similar to the British missiles placed on 
Russia’s border in Estonia last year, or the expeditionary force deployed next to them, or the 
UK Army’s cyberwarfare specialists at 77th Brigade or GCHQ. So much for not keeping up! 

The general is coming forward with his begging bowl, apparently under orders from Defence 
Secretary Gavin Williamson, who’s held his position for about three months, which brings his 
military experience to… three months. 

What heads of government departments want more than anything is extra cash; that is 
basically why they exist, yet they need to find reasons. Russia is so useful when it comes to 
demands for resources that Moscow should be receiving thank-you notes, or at the very least 
a Christmas card. 

There is, however, a disconnect. The government and military expend a lot of hot air talking 
about the “Russia threat.” But when it comes to the crunch, the military budget gets cut. I 
personally would conclude that no one in the corridors of power is genuinely concerned about 
any looming war with Russia. 

In fact, all parts of Britain’s armed forces have been asked to find more ways to cut back. 
Britain’s armed forces are now at their smallest since the Napoleonic wars, with 82,000 
personnel.  Does that sound like a country worried about a major conflict?  

General Carter – who, to be fair to him, is paid to worry – believes Britain would struggle to 
withstand Russian forces on the battlefield. I’ve got some great news for him: Britain won’t be 
facing Russia on a battlefield any time soon.  Unless of course NATO decides it’s been talking 
about conflict so much 
it might as well start 
one. Even then, Britain 
would be surrounded by 
all the other NATO 
members, so no need to 
worry. 

It’s thought that Carter 
is basing his concern 
partly on the “large-
scale” Zapad military 
exercises held in 
western Russia last 
year. You’d think the 
head of the army would 
know that, generally 
speaking (no pun 
intended), soldiers do 
need to practice stuff, 
even Russian ones. 
Also, the best place to 
practice is close to your 
own border where the 
world’s biggest military alliance has been continuously deploying its own forces.    

But, if he’s so against military exercises, then cancel all the ones Britain is planning. That 
would save loads of money.  There was the same kind of panic in November when Russian 
President Vladimir Putin told arms producers that they must be able to prepare for war. What 
else should he tell makers of weapons? Prepare for a bake sale? 

There are a few other options possibly available to the British military. The UK could ask for 
some of the weapons it has sold to Saudi Arabia over the years to be returned or loaned back 
– the ones not being used against Yemen. 



It could stop buying massive aircraft carriers designed for post-imperial willy-waving rather 
than the conflicts it’s actually likely to face.   It could stop finding wars in the Middle East to go 
and fight. 

Or, it could even save the billions it spends on the Trident independent nuclear deterrent (that 
is independent apart from needing the US to run it) and spend it on some boots for the troops, 
and perhaps a few beds for the NHS.   What do you think, General? 

 

UK Army Chief's Talk of Russian Military 
Threat is a 'Smokescreen' – Analyst tells Radio 
Sputnik 
25 January 2018 
UK CHIEF of General Staff Gen. Nick Carter urged the British government to increase military 
spending, claiming that Russia is building an increasingly aggressive expeditionary force. 
Professor Anatol Lieven of the Georgetown University in Qatar told Radio Sputnik however 
that the general merely wants more money for the military. 

Anatol Lieven: This is obviously to do with the British budgetary process. Obviously, he 
(General Carter) wants more money for the armed forces and for the Army in particular. And 
obviously this follows on a series of statements about the alleged Russian threat, but this 
particular one is tied to the immediate budget question. 

Radio Sputnik: How big are the cuts that the British armed forces are potentially facing then? 

Anatol Lieven: Pretty substantial. It should be noted that the British army is pretty much [at] 
rock-bottom already. From the looks of the number of troops the British could deploy 
in Afghanistan, it was pretty pathetic actually, one brigade. And then they failed…  

One reason for this, and obviously there’s also what Carter’s statement is about, is that 
Britain, by the standards of other European countries, spends a high proportion of its incom2 
on the military – British Defense budget is still higher than that of India, for example — a 
disproportionate amount has gone to Britain’s nuclear deterrent, and recently to these new 



British aircraft carriers. Relatively little, by comparison, has gone to the Army, so the Army is 
feeling rather discriminated against and is obviously pushing back against that. 

Radio Sputnik: So, do you think Nick Carter is ramping it up, so to speak, to get the attention 
of the prime minister? Do you think that the issue of Russian military aggressiveness as this 
vehicle, if you like, to squeeze more money out of the UK government for the UK military 
purpose? 

Anatol Lieven: Well, you know, I wouldn’t like to accuse General Carter of deliberately lying – I 
don’t think that’s the case. But people within these institutions develop belief systems. It’s 
highly unusual in the British or any other army to find a soldier who said: ‘Actually, not sure 
what the British army is for anymore, we don’t need more than a residual force, we’d be crazy 
to engage in any more expeditions like Afghanistan…’ 

Radio Sputnik: Is General Carter saying that the British army’s ability to respond to threats is 
eroded away, and that if Britain doesn’t keep up with its adversaries it’s going to have a non-
existent armed force? Is he using Russia as an adversary in that case then? 

Anatol Lieven: The whole question is what are you defending? If you’re defending the British 
Isles against a Russian invasion, then of course the British army and navy would be sufficient 
even without allies to do that. But Britain of course does have allies in Western Europe and 
America who would prevent it, and secondly, Russia would under no imaginable circumstance 
get to invade Britain, so it’s a non-issue. 

The question becomes, of course, where in Europe does Britain defend? If it’s a question 
of defending the NATO members, including, in my view, even the Baltic States 

No sane Russian government – and the Russian government is sane, whether you like it or not 
– is going to invade the Baltic States, so in a way all of this is a non-issue, a smokescreen. 

If, on the other hand, you’re talking about British forces that could fight Russia in Ukraine or 
in the Caucasus – well, this is also a non-issue, because NATO has shown repeatedly, in 2008 
and in 2014, that it isn’t going to fight in those areas; that’s also a non-issue. 

In fact, if you approach this whole question logically, rather than from a standpoint of a 
mixture of emotion and desire for a bigger military budget, that is, to a great extent, an 
argument about nothing… 

 

The views and opinions expressed by Anatol Lieven are those of the speaker and do not 
necessarily reflect those of Sputnik. 



Forget Britain’s nuclear deterrent – here’s what 
Russia is really afraid of…… 
Russia is being weaponised to justify big-ticket buys for the UK military, yet 
there’s little talk of what Moscow thinks matters  

By: Dr Mark Galeotti a 
senior researcher at the 
Institute of International 
Relations Prague and 
head of its Centre for 
European Security.  This 
article was published by 
The Guardian on January 
19 2018  
BRITISH DEFENCE 
SPENDING  and 
capabilities are in the 
middle of a bitter review 
in which the potential 
threat from Russia is 
frequently invoked, 
whether that means 

cutting ocean-bottom internet cables, flying bombers into our airspace, or invading NATO 
territory.  

Russia is – to use a word of the day – being weaponised in the name of particular service 
interests and justifying big-ticket new systems. Nonetheless, given that Russia is the most 
serious aggressor the UK might have to face, it is striking how little discussion there has been 
about what kind of British military capabilities genuinely concern Russian soldiers and 
planners. 

Insofar as one can glean lessons from their military writings, and courtesy of my own 
conversations with Russian officers, both serving and retired, I can see three definite 
concerns of theirs and one glaring omission. 

The suggestion that the UK merges and shrinks its special and intervention forces would no 
doubt be roundly cheered in the Russian general staff’s massive building on Znamenka Street, 
below, Moscow. As a recently retired officer from its planning directorate once said to me, with 
more enthusiasm than originality: “Britain has always had the best light infantry in the world, 
and the bastards get places faster than we would like.” 

Tanks are great for fighting other tanks, but there is little serious likelihood of a full-scale land 
war between Russia and NATO. For everything else, from flag-flying and humanitarian 
intervention, to heading off Crimea-style landgrabs, where what matters is getting to the 
battlefield when it counts, rather than too late, the special forces, Royal Marines and paras are 
hard to beat. 

These forces also suit post-Brexit geopolitics. They allow the UK to achieve its usual aim of 
“punching above its weight” and, blasphemy though it may be, make the French happy. On a 
recent trip to the French defence ministry, I repeatedly heard concerns that Brexit leaves 
France as the last EU country with the will and the forces to mount serious out-of-area 
operations. If we are still potential partners, that gives us credibility – and leverage.  

In a way, the Russians have a similar perspective on the Royal Navy. What bothers them is not 
our massive new aircraft carrier, which one naval officer said would make a great “missile 
magnet” in time of war. Rather, the concern is about smaller, lighter forces. Submarines that 
can contest the northern waters. Frigates able to both protect our coastlines and project 
power abroad. Simply having the number of ships to keep enough deployed at any one time. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/dec/14/russia-could-cut-off-internet-to-nato-countries-british-military-chief-warns
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As the officer continued: “If your navy is essentially one carrier battle group, you can do one 
thing well, but nothing else.” 

 

Thirdly, it is not just specific forces and units that the Russians believe gives the UK its edge, 
but training and morale. Russian successes in Crimea and Syria partly represent an unfamiliar 
new emphasis on the human side of their military. Britain’s problems of having to scrimp on 
training and overstretch its forces have not gone unnoticed. One Russian noted that “these 
days, the Europeans have armies but no soldiers, while the British have always had soldiers” 
– he actually used the word boets, which really means something closer to “warriors” – “so 
why would they want to lose that?” Why indeed? 

Of course, there are many other facets essential to the UK’s defence capability. What doesn’t 
seem to worry the Russians? Not once have I heard any taking our “independent nuclear 
deterrent” seriously. For all kinds of reasons, this is currently not under serious debate – 
though taking its cost out of the defence budget would make a massive difference – but let us 
not pretend it is because Moscow thinks it matters. 

The defence review must consider British interests in the round, of course. But if deterring the 
Russians is a major concern, then it is worth paying attention to what might really deter them: 
a flexible, fast-moving and versatile force of true professionals. Not necessarily with the 
heaviest kit, the biggest ships or the priciest aircraft, but able to get where they are needed, 
when they are needed. 

Well they would say that, wouldn’t they”? A 
response to Russian views 
on UK Defence priorities  
Blog By: Sir Humphrey, a former MOD civil servant and 
Reservist Officer.  

THE GUARDIAN PUBLISHED an article by Dr Mark Galeotti 
recently focusing on what purported to be the Russian 
view of UK defence priorities, and putting forward 
suggestions that UK defence planners should focus on.    
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It is an intriguing article, which focuses on three broad themes that are perhaps slightly at 
odds with each other. Firstly, that the UK cuts high mobility light infantry at its own risk, 
secondly that fewer high end ships like Queen Elizabeth are needed, and finally that there is a 
need to focus on morale and training, with the overall aim of generating light forces able to 
deploy globally, without necessarily the inconvenience of possessing Trident.  

Humphrey has been lucky enough to travel to Russia and visit many of the sites from the 
Great Patriotic War and Russian Revolution. He has a respect for the culture, history and 
civilization of Russia, and has been fortunate enough on occasions to work with the Russian 

military. He also harbours 
a deep respect for the 
manner in which Russia 
excels at information 
operations, and in 
particular disinformation, 
an area that they are world 
leaders at. 

Light Infantry forces play a 
vital role in the UKs ability 
to deploy at distance, 
particularly when 
supported by either follow 
on forces and a coherent 
logistics chain that can 
reinforce them. The Royal 
Marines benefit not only 
from a strong amphibious 

shipping force, but also from strong airlift capabilities, a sustained strategic RORO force and 
an ability to coherently command and control complex operations, usually working alongside 
allies and seamlessly be able to communicate and share information and intelligence.  

This capability has been shaped over many decades, and relies on physical equipment, an 
ability to operate well as a trusted ally, and also by possessing a global network of defence 
attaches and co-operation agreements to permit access to ports and airfields to move 
equipment and people around.  

When the Russians reportedly state in the article “Britain has always had the best light 
infantry in the world, and the bastards get places faster than we would like” this is less a view 
on UK infantry capability, more a statement that the UKs sustained investment for decades 
repeatedly pays off. That said, it is hard to think of a single occasion since WW2 where UK and 
Russian forces have directly faced off other than Kosovo in 1999.  

To Russia, the UK choosing to prioritise resources on Light Infantry means two key things. 
Firstly, in defence reviews, acceding to demands from MPs and the Media to protect the front-
line regiments reduces funding able to go to support the ‘tail’ (e.g. the less glamorous 
logistics and other enablers) that allow UK forces to deploy globally. They understand, in a 
way many do not, that investing in light infantry is worthless unless you also invest in the 
support to get it to go somewhere.  

Secondly, investing in the Light Infantry capability means taking a conscious decision to 
reduce investment in heavier follow on forces. To Russia this means that a British military with 
globally deployable light forces will probably have sacrificed its ‘heavy’ (e.g. tracked vehicles 
and armour) capability. Any reduction in tracked units reduces the ability to deploy troops to 
Eastern Europe to present a credible deterrent to Russia.  

Light Infantry is fine to complete some missions, but it needs follow on forces to sustain its 
success. Much like the Parachute Regiment failed at Arnhem due to the inability of armoured 
units to link up, the modern equivalent of a parachute drop would also fail unless heavier units 
were capable of coming in quickly – ‘hold until relieved’ is a great line for a WW2 film, and not 
an order that should be given to a modern commander unless you know it can be delivered 
without risking the loss of the force. 



 

Russia would doubtless be delighted if the UK chose to sacrifice its heavier capability to 
protect the more high-profile cap badges. Such a decision would reduce risk to Russia, and 
actually reduce the overall capability of the UK armed forces, as Commanders would be less 
willing to commit to operations, knowing there was reduced chance of resupply, relief and 
results.  

Sailing Coastal Waters 
The article puts forward the view that Russia is remarkably unconcerned about the UK’s 
carrier, and would rather see the UK invest in lighter forces and coastal capability like 
submarines, and not focus on putting a Carrier Battle Group to sea. This is accompanied by 
the usual dire warnings that all carriers are vulnerable to being sunk, and are essentially white 
elephants, and that the UK would have been better to invest in smaller forces. 

On a practical level, the suggestion that all carriers are vulnerable is a myth that has been put 
about for decades, but shows little sign of coming true. People simply do not understand how 
big the ocean is, how empty it is, and how difficult it is to find a ship that does not want to be 
found.  

in practical terms, QUEEN ELIZABETH is just under 300m long. Let us assume that in a 
renewed Cold War, she fits into wider NATO planning and is assigned a mission to patrol north 
of Russia to deliver an air strike if required. For simplicity purposes, lets also assume her 
aircraft can fly a maximum of 720km to the target location, which is right on the coast before 
needing to return. This means QE needs to operate in a block of water space no more than 
720km away from the target.  

A 720k radius covers about 1,647,619 km2 – and the ship is able to travel over 1000km a day in 
any direction. Any reconnaissance mission or capability needs to be able to overfly and 
maintain awareness of nearly 1.7 million km of water space at any one time to identify where 
the carrier may, or may not, be.  

Maritime Patrol Aircraft are useful assets, but can only be in one place at once during a 
mission. It would take a significant and sustained effort to patrol effectively to identify the 
location of the carrier and monitor her.  

Similarly, space-based imagery is not the magic panacea to finding ships that Hollywood 
thinks it is. A satellite in orbit will pass over a finite area on a fixed timescale, and will only be 
able to image a specific area. Its imagery is time sensitive – it may miss a ship by 10 seconds 
or 10 miles, and even if it spots the vessel, by the time this information is processed, analysed 
and acted on, sufficient time will have elapsed that it is no longer accurate.  
 
No ship is unsinkable, or undetectable, but hopefully the message is clear that simply finding 
a barely 300m long vessel in 1.7 million square km's of water space and being able to translate 
this understanding into an effective operation to damage or sink it is nowhere near as easy as 
some would have you believe, and would require vast investment in Maritime Patrol Aircraft, 
surveillance capability and effective dissemination of information in a usable manner. 

To Russia, the mere existence of a Carrier Group somewhere off its shoreline is a risk. The sea 
is a big empty place, and it is very easy to disappear into it if required. Their overt dismissal of 
the carrier reflects a wider worry that they would probably struggle to find and follow such 
ships off their coast or an area of operations that concerned them.  

It is also worth noting that for all the dismissals of carriers as easily sinkable, the Russian 
Navy continues in its aspiration to replace the ADMIRAL KUZNETZOV, with various plans 
announced to build new carriers in increasingly lengthened timelines.  

That no such ship exists beyond impressive models and imagery, and that no construction 
has begun (likely hampered by the inability to draw on resources in Ukraine to complete 
construction) suggests that Russia is unlikely to remain in the carrier club for many more 
years, despite aspirations to do so.  



Those in Peril on The Sea 

More widely, the proposal that the UK should focus on coastal submarines and light forces is 
not only at odds with the proposal about deploying globally (with such forces not having the 
global reach required), but it also would negatively impact the UK’s ability to operate at sea. 

Light coastal forces (for instance corvettes and light frigates) are cheap and simple for a 
reason – they are not credible warfighting vessels for high end conflict. They cannot carry the 
required combination of sensors, weapons and capability to credibly float, move and fight in 
all likely conflicts that the UK envisages itself doing.  

While there is definitely an opportunity for a small number of cheaper ships for certain duties, 
which is being developed in the form of the Type 31e light frigate, below, downsizing to overall 
cheaper lighter forces carries huge risk. It means not being able to put out a formed carrier 
battle group, it means not being able to fight high end wars and be confident of survival, let 
alone victory. It means not being able to credibly integrate with allies, like the US and French 
navies, both of whom actively welcome the full and incredibly effective integration of Type 23 
and 45s into their deployed carrier battle groups.  

Such a move would reduce the ability of the RN to deploy, in turn reducing its ability to escort 
reinforcement convoys for light forces deploying globally. It is often forgotten the scale of the 
commitment in 2002/03 by the Royal Navy to escort dozens of merchant ships carrying the UK 
vehicles and equipment to Saudi Arabia for OP TELIC. If you lose this escort ability, you 
increase the risk of these supply ships to Russian surface ships, submarines and aircraft. In 
other words, buying cheaper ships benefits our potential foes and not our friends.  

 Loss of high capability ships means no means to escort our carriers (the backbone of the 
Royal Navy for the next 50 years), and reduces our credibility as an ally. The US and France 
look to the UK to shoulder the burden in protecting their ships – in turn the UK benefits from 
access to capability, information and support. If the UK proves itself unwilling, or unable to 
safeguard US and French lives, it is likely that this access will be diminished or removed. 
Thus, further neutralising the UK as a credible military threat to Russia.  

The article talks of submarines that can contest northern waters, presumably (although not 
explicitly stated) to be conventional submarines and not nuclear ones. Such a move would gift 
an enormous military advantage to the Russians, for nuclear submarines benefit from speed, 
stealth and sensors – they can move quickly to an area of interest and observe it undetected 
and without need to break cover.  



Coastal submarines are slower, with reduced endurance and while quieter when running on 
batteries, do need to vent regularly to replenish air. As many books on Cold War operations in 
northern waters hint at, conventional submarines struggled when operating near Russian 

territorial waters during 
the cold war in a way that 
nuclear submarines did 
not.  

Russia knows this, and it 
knows that anything it 
can do to reduce nuclear 
submarines near its 
waters is fundamentally 
a good thing. They will 
be aware that a well 
operated western SSN 
poses a clear and 
credible threat to the 
operation of their SSBN 
force, to shadow 
operations of their 
surface forces, and to 

monitor wider developments – all of which can be done in a manner that a conventional 
submarine cannot.  

Finally, smaller surface ships and conventional submarines have reduced endurance and 
reduced time at sea. While they will not automatically be easy to find, the area in which they 
will be operating is likely to be considerably smaller than larger vessels, which can deploy and 
stay at sea for longer, and increases the chance of them being found, primarily because their 
radius of operations is more constrained.  

These proposals represent a view that for Russia, the dream solution would be to emasculate 
one of only two truly ocean going global navies that poses a real threat to Russian interests. 
Scaled down reach, reduced capability and an inability to pose a credible threat to Russian 
interests at home, in the near abroad, or globally would be an excellent result indeed. It would 
benefit Russia and threaten UK national security as a whole. 

The Russians will also be well aware that a move to conventional submarines would almost 
certainly shut down the nuclear submarine construction lines in Barrow. 

 The loss of work would mean that critical skills required to keep the construction of nuclear 
submarines going would be lost. In the short term this would directly impact on the move to 
build the DREADNOUGHT class, and in the medium term would see the end of the UK as an 
operator of SSBNs, and with it nuclear weapons. 

The Russians may not directly cite the existence of Trident as a threat, but they will be acutely 
aware that while the UK remains a nuclear power, they face three nuclear armed allies in 
NATO, each of whom possesses sufficient nuclear capability to provide a credible deterrent to 
disrupt the functioning of the Russian State, and who can do so independently of the other 
two.  

This means Russian planners constantly need to consider how to react to three different 
powers, all of whom require different handling and different considerations on how to best 
counter and neutralise. There is no doubt that Russia would be delighted if the UK were to 
remove itself from the nuclear club, for it reduces the number of rivals that Russia needs to 
worry about who could pose a genuine existential threat to the Russian State.  

Rapid Conclusions 
The article concludes by suggesting that the UK needs to be able to get to places quickly, and 
not with the heaviest kit. This may sound impressive, but arguably runs contrary to the 
lessons Russia seems to have identified.  



One only has to look at the enormous 
investment in the Russian armed forces, 
particularly the Army and its 
armour/artillery to realise that for 
Russia, the need is a large-scale force 
capable of fighting high intensity 
warfare against a peer foe. This force is 
able to deploy rapidly and be used as a 
‘force in being’ to threaten, intimidate or 
coerce neighbouring states.  

One also needs to consider the manner 
in which Russian exercises, such as 
Zapad 17 (conducted with Belarus), 
which saw over 100,000 personnel and 
20 ships deployed at various times, are 

testing the ability to rapidly mobilise the military to handle and respond effectively to external 
threats. This isn’t being done with light forces, but with high end armoured and artillery 
capability, supported by potent air power.  

There is real danger in these proposals – they present a vision of a UK that if adopted would 
paradoxically weaken the UK’s ability to actively defend against this sort of threat. It would see 
the UK able to deploy a thin red line of light infantry, unable to be reinforced, or defended, 
while the navy would be unable to deploy to effectively monitor or deal with the threat from 
Russia. Finally, moving to a non-nuclear posture would be of direct benefit to Russian policy 
goals, while at the same time removing the ability of the UK to be a calculation in Russian 
policy making in the same way.  

The article presents a dangerously seductive view of UK defence planning which combines 
attempts at flattery with a view of the world suggesting that everything would be better if we 
just did as Moscow suggested. It does not seek to question Russian logic, nor does it seek to 
ask why would the Russians want us to adopt such a proposal?  
 
Given the manner in which Russia increasingly sees the West as a potential foe, not a willing 
friend, surely the first question that should have been asked was ‘well why on earth would 
they suggest that’? The answer is simple – they suggest it because they know it will hurt the 
UK, and benefit Russia, which to their minds is the very definition of a policy success.  

 

Does the UK really need to increase its defence 
spending?  
Chief of general staff Sir Nick Carter says a bigger budget is 
required to keep up with Russia. Here are five key considerations 
By: Ewen MacAskill Defence Correspondent, The Guardian January 22 2018  
WHY IS THE CHIEF of general staff Sir Nick Carter making this intervention now?   Military 
chiefs calling for more spending is almost as regular an event as the first cuckoo call. Usually, 
the calls are left to retired generals and admirals. It is safer for them to make the case; for 
serving officers it is harder, with the risk of clashing with political masters. 

Carter has a strained relationship with the defence secretary, Gavin Williamson, and his 
predecessor Sir Michael Fallon, but his intervention, through a speech to the Royal United 
Services Institute in London, is done with the approval of Williamson and the Ministry of 
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Defence machine.  He is making the plea now because the government is about to announce a 
new defence spending review and the next few months will be dominated by a push by 
Williamson and the MoD for a rise in the £36bn defence budget. 

Does Russia present a credible threat to the UK? 
Russia has been a useful bogeyman since the annexation of the Crimea by Russia in 2014. UK 
military chiefs were spooked when Russia, during an intervention in Ukraine, used a 
combination of drones and artillery to destroy Ukrainian armour, and raised questions about 
whether the UK would be able to do much better than the Ukrainians in similar circumstances. 

The UK is far enough away for Russia not to pose a territorial threat. But UK forces are 
deployed in the Baltic states along with US and other NATO forces as a deterrent in the 
unlikely event of a Russian landgrab.  Russia does present a threat through hybrid warfare, the 
use of deniable acts of disruption, primarily cyber-attacks on the UK that could disrupt 
essential services or interference in the democratic process, such as in elections. 

The UK spends more on defence than France, Germany, Italy, Spain or any other EU country. 
The problem for the UK is that much of this is on the renewal of the Trident nuclear 
programme and on two expensive new aircraft carriers, leaving conventional forces such as 
the army in short supply, as well as surface ships and aircraft.  

The UK spends 2% of GDP on defence. The MoD would like to see this closer to 3%, but that 
would mean cuts in health, education or other state spending.  

Will Carter’s intervention annoy the Treasury? 

 
The Chancellor, Philip Hammond, despite being a former defence secretary, is not sympathetic 
to a further rise in defence spending, given the pressures elsewhere on the government 
budget.  

 But he has had to live with a series of criticisms from retired generals that the UK’s 
conventional forces are being hollowed out, and he has become almost immune to it over the 
past few months. Williamson, as a new defence secretary, is out to prove himself as the MoD’s 
champion – and further his own political career. 

The new strategic defence review is expected to last for at least a few months, so expect 
endless leaks about the state of UK defences. Hammond has some ammunition of his own, 
through a Cabinet Office review started in the summer to take a look at the UK’s overall 
security needs. This was partly prompted by a series of Islamist terrorist attacks inside the UK. 
The debate that followed has been whether the biggest threat to the UK comes from terrorism 
or from state actors such as Russia. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/ministry-of-defence
https://www.theguardian.com/world/russia
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/jul/27/britains-new-aircraft-carriers-to-test-beijing-in-south-china-sea
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/philip-hammond
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/nov/24/ministry-of-defence-in-line-for-steep-cuts-in-2018


The consensus has come down on the side of the intelligence services, which have seen big 
rises in their budgets. They also have pole position in tackling cyber-attacks. 

Will Brexit have an impact on UK defence? 
Other European Union countries have already begun preparing for a common defence force 
without the UK. EU leaders have been spooked by Donald Trump’s contradictory positions 
towards NATO, in particular that the US would not necessarily honour its NATO commitment 
to come to the aid of a member invaded by Russia.  

The European defence force, in particular closer defence procurement, is still at an early stage 
but it might yet have a future. The UK position is that the only realistic protection for western 
Europe is through NATO. Only a NATO with the US as a member has the capacity to stand up 
to Russia. 

 

January 13 2018, The Times Opinion 

Strategic Incoherence 
Britain needs an urgent investment boost in its armed forces to 
cope with the global threats of the coming decade 
WHITEHALL OFFICIALS describe the three options facing Britain’s defence decision-makers 
as a choice between ugly, ugly or ugly. The Ministry of Defence, struggling to fill a £20 billion 
shortfall in its budget over the coming decade, has been presented with a plan that could 
shrink the army to its lowest levels since the Napoleonic wars. Some 14,000-armed personnel 
could be axed, elite forces merged, frigates scrapped, Tornado fighters retired early and 
helicopters taken out of service. 

That is a dangerous route to take in dangerous times. The world is in thrall to crises that could 
swiftly escalate into war. North Korea has not abandoned its ambitions to develop 
intercontinental nuclear weapons. Russia under its soon to be re-elected president poses a 
challenge to the West across all platforms, ready to rip up underwater cables linking the US 
with Europe, piling troops close to NATO’s eastern land borders, buzzing aircraft in the Baltic 
and constantly probing for holes in western cyber defences. Insurgents in the Middle East are 
all too ready to engineer plots against Britain. All this demands an active defence posture, 
globally aware and properly financed. 

It was reassuring this week to hear a Labour member of parliament, Vernon Coaker, a former 
shadow defence minister, stating the obvious: that the ongoing review of Britain’s security 
capability “must be about matching resources to threats, not the other way around”. All the 
signs are that Gavin Williamson, the defence secretary, is ready to argue forcefully with the 
Treasury to make such resources available. He will have to go one better and make the case 
not just for standing still but expanding the defence budget towards 3 per cent of gross 
domestic product. 

In doing so he will make two essential points. The first is that the primary duty of a 
government is to ensure the safety of its citizens. The second is to shed British complacency 
about being one of the few alliance members to meet the NATO defence spending target of 2 
per cent of GDP. If current spending slices away at the muscle of Britain’s defences, then 
plainly more not less must be invested. The 2 per cent benchmark may be shrugged off by 
most NATO members including Germany and Italy as an irritating diversion of public funds, 
but many non-NATO countries, including Russia, earmark much greater shares of their 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/08/european-union-plans-military-battlegroups-after-brexit-vote
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jul/21/donald-trump-america-automatically-nato-allies-under-attack
https://www.theguardian.com/world/europe-news
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/merger-threat-to-elite-forces-royal-marines-and-paratroopers-hjf9rm2wr


economies to defence. The US spends almost three times the amount so grudgingly expended 
by its 28 NATO allies. Little wonder Washington grumbles about back-sliding Europeans. 

Financing defence has never been easy. Britain’s problems derive from the drop in the value 
of the pound. This has pushed up the price of equipment bought from the United States, 
notably F-35 jets. There has been a failure, too, to meet efficiency targets. And plainly the 
armed forces have not fully factored in the extended costs of running and repairing warships, 
submarines and jets. The top brass need to search for savings that do not cut into the 
substance of frontline defence. 

Yet the options for proposed cuts presented by military chiefs are, as Vice-Admiral Sir Jeremy 
Blackham says in a letter to The Times today, strategically incoherent. The Royal Marines and 
the Parachute Regiment are to act as a combined force, a merger that would seriously restrict 
their capacity to embark on long deployments. 

 Amphibious landing craft are to be phased out in a way that will deny Britain vital options at 
sea. Apart from the many restraints on military action, the cutbacks will, as Sir Jeremy writes, 
“remove our national influence in global security management, threaten the security of both 
the UK and Europe, and irretrievably weaken our international reputation”. High time, then, for 
plain speaking about the threats unfolding against Britain, and clear thinking about how to 
meet these challenges. 

“You do the fighting, we’ll do the talking.”  Is 
that any way to treat a General? 

Club member and international defence and 
aviation commutator Howard Wheeldon asks 
some pertinent questions 
IT IS UNUSUAL that a Secretary of State for Defence, the 
Chief of the General Staff and indeed, the Chief of the 
Defence Staff should be quite so vociferous in warning of 
specific threats against the UK from Russia or anywhere 
else but, provided this is done in a responsible manner and 
if they really feel that more needs to be done by their 
political masters, then so they should. That, in one way or 
another, in regard of the threat from Russia is what each of 
the current holders of those titles has done over the past 
month. 

Ever since the now Chancellor of the Exchequer, Philip 
Hammond laid down the law that speeches to be delivered 
by senior military officers must first be vetted and that 

press and media interviews should be discouraged, defence in the press and media has relied 
on speculation mixed with an understandable cynicism. What information or concern that has 
been expressed has, particularly in respect of the NSCR, all too often come through leaks from 
the Treasury, Cabinet Office or MOD itself. 

Back in the day the likes of Auchinleck, Ismay, Wavell and Alanbrooke were seemingly allowed 
to speak freely and to challenge their political masters. They often disagreed but if they did, 
they knew well what the consequences of their actions might be. But I suppose the real point 
to make here is that none of the arguments, challenges or debate was allowed to get out into 
the press or public. 

No so in the modern era of defence and for that reason, not only do senior military officers 
rarely appear to be seen to challenge they have also found that most lines of communication 
to the outside world have also been closed. Sometimes it can seem that if advice or warnings 
are provided to government senior members of the military they are stamped on hard. Those 
in the military on my circulation list will well remember the advice that Air Marshal Sir Simon 
Bryant privately gave in relation to the ability through lack of capacity to sustain capability on 



two separate warfronts and of how he was slapped down by the then Prime Minister, David 
Cameron with the words, you do the fighting, we'll do the talking. 

In this day and age raising awareness does appear to be very necessary and in an interview 
with the Daily Telegraph the Secretary of State for Defence, Mr Gavin Williamson warned that 
Russia could cause •thousands and thousands and thousands of deaths" by crippling LIK 
infrastructure and that Russia was spying on [UK] energy supplies (a reference to undersea 
power and communication cables] which, if cut, could cause "total chaos" in the country and 
called this •the real threat...the country was facing at the moment". 

Earlier this week the Chief of the General Staff General Sir Nick Carter, delivered what was 
clearly a vetted and approved speech along similar lines of the clearly vetted and approved 
speech to members of RUSI in which he warned the UK is struggling to keep up with Russian 
capabilities. 

Cynics are entitled to argue that the sudden bout of new warnings being heard are primarily 
aimed at the Treasury, Cabinet Office and No 10 in order to push forward the case for 
strengthening defence as opposed to planning another round of cuts out of the upcoming 
NSCR  

Well, if the cap fits wear it and if by pushing forward the reality of the situation is the only way 
to get the message through to the Chancellor of the Exchequer then so be it. 

That said, I do completely understand the view of those who would question why do we need 
to trumpet our weaknesses to both friend and 
adversary? Their belief — and I completely 
understand where they are coming from — is that 
lobbying should be tough but quiet and that it 
should use persuasion not bullying on the Prime 
Minister and Chancellor of the Exchequer.  

As one prominent amongst them said to me this 
week "this kind of noise is the opposite of the 
tactics of Churchill in 1940 now immortalised on 
film. Then we had no capability but we told the 
enemy persuasively that we were mightier than 
they thought. This country will never take on 
Russia — or anyone else, alone. That is why we 
are in the NATO alliance so projecting weakness 
instead of proclaiming the strength we represent 
is a crazy self-defeating tactic". 

We are, however, already along the road of 
lobbying concerns in public. Back in December, 
once again at RUSI, the Chief of the Defence Staff, 
Air Chief Marshal Sir Stuart Peach made a similar 
point to the one that the Secretary of State for 
Defence has been talking about in his interview 
today reminding that the UK military has 
prioritised the protection of undersea cables.  

He presented this question to his audience "Can 
you imagine a scenario where those cables are 
cut or disrupted which would immediately and 
potentially catastrophically affect both our 
economy and other ways of living?'. Air Chief 
Marshal Peach added that 'Therefore we must 
continue to develop our maritime forces with our 

allies to match and understand Russian fleet modernisation. If we don't change with the 
threats we face, we risk being overmatched.' 

It was also the Chief of Defence Staff who recently said “As I have made clear several times, 
the global security situation continues to deteriorate. We face rising state-on-state competition 



and challenge, and new risks to our way of life. These are proliferating at an increased rate. We 
need to be ready to contain or confront the threats and risks we face, and therefore we must 
adapt as early as possible alongside our allies in NATO and beyond in order to keep ahead of 
our adversaries — this programme will allow us to do just that.” 

However, it is done, let us hope that the message gets through but whatever, let it be done 
with caution and common sense in the realisation that would-be enemies are listening to every 
word. 

The UK Defence Modernisation Programme: A 
Risk and an Opportunity 
By: Professor Malcolm Chalmers Commentary, 25 January 2018 

 
THE UK GOVERNMENT HAS DECIDED that the defence elements of the National Security 
Capability Review will be subject to further review.  UK Defence Secretary Gavin 
Williamson announced today that the defence element of the National Security Capability 
Review (NSCR) will be subject to a further review, and is due to completed by the summer. 
Called the Defence Modernisation Programme (DMP), this new review has so far received 
cross-party support. 

 
Williamson made it clear in his House of Commons announcement that the DMP ‘isn’t aiming 
to be fiscally neutral’, adding that it would be ‘irresponsible’ not to address the threats faced 
by Britain, as he encouraged Armed Forces chiefs to ‘have a voice’ and speak about them. 

‘This isn’t aimed as being some operation to take money off the Armed Forces', he added. 'It’s 
making sure we have the Armed Forces – and give them the support – that we need, and [give 
personnel] the recognition [that] they do one of the most amazing jobs for our country and 
that is what we hope to achieve as part of this review’. 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2018/jan/25/mod-launch-uk-defence-review-gavin-williamson


 A long delay in concluding the DMP could risk damaging consequences for the country’s 
international credibility, especially if it has not been concluded before the NATO summit in 
July 2018. Despite being billed as a low-profile ‘refresh’, the NSCR has already lasted longer 
than either of the last two full Strategic Defence and Security Reviews (SDSRs), in 2010 and 
2015, respectively.  

Moreover, as the military awaits the DMP’s conclusions, annual allocations within defence will 
still have to be set, and short-term savings made, without sufficient guidance on the fate of 
those capabilities under threat.   At the same time, the decision to extend the NSCR’s review of 
defence capabilities could be an opportunity for a more radical look at the balance of defence 
investment, accelerating the shift of resources into capabilities that are most relevant to a 
rapidly changing strategic environment. 

The government has a pretty good story to tell on defence spending. It spends more on 
defence, in absolute terms, than any other NATO European member state, and is one of only 
five European states to meet the Alliance’s 2% spending target. 

The MoD’s core budget has also been protected from the cuts in most other areas of 
government, and is due to be 5% higher in real terms in 2020/21 than in 2015/16. Procurement 
spending, already higher than in any other European ally, is set to rise by some 34% in real 
terms by 2020/21, consolidating the UK’s position as Europe’s most capable military power. 

Still, as has been widely acknowledged, the 2015 SDSR made more commitments than it could 
afford. At the heart of this over-commitment was the procurement programme. The 2015 SDSR 
had announced that total spending on equipment (procurement and support) would increase 
from £166 billion for the decade 2015/16–2024/25 to £178 billion for the decade 2016/17–
2025/26. 

However, closer examination reveals that this headline figure significantly understated the 
scale of additional commitments. The 2015 SDSR bridged the gap between a 5% increase in 
the total budget and a 34% increase in procurement spending by promising substantial 

efficiency savings over its first five years, rising to some 
£2.5 billion annually by 2020/21, a level that would be 
carried forward in each subsequent year. 

This is the core assumption underpinning MoD 
Permanent Secretary Stephen Lovegrove’s statement 
that the ministry aims to achieve £20 billion of savings 
over the ten years of SDSR 2015. 

Yet, while other public services have been asked to 
make comparable, or larger, savings, the MoD has been 
constrained by the commitment to maintain military 
personnel numbers, while also being limited by the 
reality that the squeeze on personnel pay is making it 
more difficult to attract and retain the right quality of 
recruits. 

The 2015 SDSR promise to cut the number of MoD civilian employees by 30% – from 58,200 in 
July 2015 to 41,000 by 2020, saving £150 million on the annual pay bill – probably will not be 
realised either, with the total number of civilian employees still at 56,900, and new 
opportunities for large reductions are increasingly difficult to identify. 

Unlike the SDSRs of 2010 and 2015, the NSCR has not being conducted in tandem with a 
government Spending Review. Instead, for the MoD and other security departments, the 
Review has so far been based on the budgets already allocated for 2018/19 and 2019/20. 

The 2015 Spending Review also agreed 2020/21 budgets for selected departments, including 
the MoD and the intelligence services. Since a government-wide Spending Review is due by 
the end of 2019, it is not clear how firm this latter settlement will prove to be. 

Whether or not new cash is made available, the DMP will still have to make hard choices if it is 
to ensure that the resources available for defence are spent on the capabilities that are most 
relevant to a rapidly changing strategic environment. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/62482/strategic-defence-security-review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/555607/2015_Strategic_Defence_and_Security_Review.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2017_06/20170629_170629-pr2017-111-en.pdf
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/stephen-lovegrove-challenges-facing-ministry-defence


A DMP worthy of its name is likely to involve some or all the following: 

• Maintaining capabilities able to respond to possible conflict on at least two fronts, 
contributing to NATO’s deterrent capability against Russia while retaining the ability to 
play an active role in responding to crises and conflict in Europe’s turbulent southern 
neighbourhoods. 

• An increased focus on the new technologies, capabilities and doctrines (including 
cyber and electronic warfare, robotics and artificial intelligence, air and missile 
defence, anti-submarine warfare, hardening and rapid dispersal) that are likely to be 
key in maintaining UK military credibility over the next ten to fifteen years. 

• Additional resources for the remuneration packages and employment flexibility that 
will be needed to attract the best people into defence, including through greater use of 
reservist and part-time personnel. 

• Rescheduling selected major procurement programmes, for example those for F-35B 
aircraft and Apache helicopters, spreading their costs over a longer period. 

• A demonstrated readiness to cut back on lower-priority capabilities (equipment and 
personnel), taking advantage of the possibilities afforded by new technology and new 
systems.  

The issues raised in this Commentary will be expanded upon further in a forthcoming 
Whitehall Report. 

Army reverses Germany exit 
plans to counter Russia 
threat 
By: Deborah Haynes, Defence Editor, The Times 
January 23 2018 
BRITAIN IS PLANNING to keep armed forces in Germany to respond more quickly if Russia 
attempts to attack Europe, the head of the army said last night.  The proposal marks a reversal 
of a policy to withdraw Britain’s Cold War footprint from Germany by the end of the decade. 
Britain has just under 4,000 troops left in Germany and they had all been due to return home 
within the next two years.  

General Sir Nick Carter, the chief of the general staff, warned in a speech at the Royal United 
Services Institute think tank in London that Russia could challenge Britain and its NATO allies 
“sooner than we expect”. He drew on the centenary of the First World War to say that Britain 
must “be prepared to fight the war we might have to fight”. 

He said the threat posed by Russia’s military capability and intent was a “clear and present 
danger”.   In the past five years President Putin has increased 12-fold his ability to launch 
long-range missiles, able to hit a target up to 4,000 km away from land, sea and air. Russia 
also has the ability to create “mobile missile domes” which would protect its forces from 
attack and prevent Britain and its NATO allies from moving freely. 

Using an unusual tool to drive home his message, Sir Nick played a Russian military 
propaganda video to an audience of defence experts, academics and journalists. He called the 
clip, available on YouTube, “information warfare at its best”, but said that images of planes, 
tanks, ships and submarines amounted to an “eye-watering” level of capability. 

Sir Nick said Putin was using “all of the instruments of national power, not just the military”.  
“The character of warfare is making it much harder for us to recognise true intentions and 
distinguish between what is peace and what is war. The risk we run in not defining this clearly, 
and acting accordingly, is that rather like a chronic contagious disease it will creep up on us, 
and our ability to act will be markedly constrained. And we’ll be the losers of this competition.” 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/profile/deborah-haynes


Any attack against Britain and its NATO allies would be in an unexpected guise. In responding 
to the changing threat, he said the NATO alliance must improve its readiness to respond. 
About 4,000 British and other NATO troops are based across the three Baltic states and 
Poland to deter Russian aggression. 

 

Sir Nick said the ability to support this footprint, transporting armoured vehicles and military 
personnel across Europe at speed, had to be improved. He also revealed a plan for the British 
military to retain a footprint in Germany. The move would mean the retention of tanks, 
ammunition, fuel and other supplies, protected by troops. 

“We are actively examining the retention of infrastructure in Germany, where we store our 
vehicles in Ayrshire Barracks in Rheindahlen, and our training facilities in Sennelager as well 
as heavy equipment transporters and our stock-piling ammunition storage,” Sir Nick said. 

The head of the UK’s National Cyber Security Centre, Ciaran Martin, has warned that a major 
cyberattack on the UK is a matter of “when, not if”. He told The Guardian that he expected one 
in the next two years.  
 For the largest economy in Europe, Germany’s 
military — the Bundeswehr — sure is small. 
IN FACT although smaller missions, like those in Afghanistan, remain possible, a larger 
conflict would likely catch the Bundeswehr off-guard, said Hans-Peter Bartels, parliamentary 
commissioner for the armed forces, in an interview with a German magazine.    

Although the budget has increased slightly following criticism by U.S. President Donald 
Trump, the operational readiness of the German forces has further deteriorated this past year. 

“The hard currency, in which the success of the [defence] minister is measured, is the 
readiness of the Bundeswehr,” Bartels said. “And that has not really improved in the last four 
years, but rather has become worse.  While foreign missions with small contingents went well, 
the Bundeswehr as a whole cannot currently be used in the collective defence,” he added. 

Reports of the operational ineffectiveness of the Bundeswehr has made its rounds, according 
to the Washington Post.   For instance, German military pilots are reportedly using privately 
owned helicopters to train because so many of their own are in need of repair. And as recently 
as November, half of the country’s tank force was out of commission as well, the Post reports. 

https://www.focus.de/magazin/kurzfassungen/focus-04-2018-wehrbeauftragter-haelt-bundeswehr-als-ganzes-derzeit-fuer-nicht-einsetzbar_id_8329361.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2018/01/24/afraid-of-a-major-conflict-the-german-military-is-currently-unavailable/?utm_term=.c5015665a4cb


In October, Defense News reported that the German Navy’s fleet of six submarines was 
completely out of commission after its only operational sub had an accident off the coast of 
Norway.  

 

Bartels is a member of the centre-left Social Democrats in the German parliament, or 
Bundestag. His party has been working to form a governing coalition with Chancellor Angela 
Merkel’s conservative Christian Democratic Union, according to the German public news 
service Deutsche Welle.   

While both parties agree that the Bundeswehr’s standing force of only 178,000 soldiers and 
outdated material is ineffective, the scale of needed growth is up for debate. 

Defense Minister Ursula von der Leyen supports an increase in the defence budget of up to 2 
percent by 2024 — the previously agreed upon mark by NATO member-states.  For reference, 
German defence spending this year will reach roughly $43 billion, or 1.26 percent of the 
country’s gross domestic product. 

But Deutsche Welle reports that the SPD is calling an increase in defence spending of that size 
“crazy,” and turning it into a campaign issue that could threaten the governing coalition.   
Furthermore, the two parties are not in agreement as to whether the NATO spending marks are 
in fact binding.  

The CDU sees the 2 percent mark as non-negotiable, but the SPD has maintained that the 
number is more of a guideline than a hard rule.  

The split is reflected in the political fighting between the parties, where the CDU has promised 
voters that it will meet the 2 percent goal, while the SPD calls that number an “unnecessary 
and unrealistic” increase to the defence budget.  

Germany’s Bundeswehr has come under fire within the country for other reasons as well, such 
as the attempts to bolster recruiting by enlisting 17-year-olds, according to an earlier interview 
with Bartels.    

“Incidentally, the average age of all new hires will tend to go up because the Bundeswehr is no 
longer just about recruiting young people, but also new hires and returnees,” Bartels 
explained in the interview. “I do not think that the proportion of underage soldiers will rise.” 

The debate over the age of recruits, and whether Germany should meet the 2 percent quota at 
all, highlights the trouble the country faces in convincing its voters to grow their military. 

https://www.defensenews.com/naval/2017/10/20/all-of-germanys-submarines-are-currently-down/
http://www.dw.com/en/german-military-spending-gets-political/a-40016299
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article172335408/Hans-Peter-Bartels-Minderjaehrige-in-der-Bundeswehr-sollten-Ausnahme-bleiben.html
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article172335408/Hans-Peter-Bartels-Minderjaehrige-in-der-Bundeswehr-sollten-Ausnahme-bleiben.html


A convoy of US Army howitzers got stopped by 
German police, and it points to a major 
problem NATO has in Europe 

 
By: Christopher Woody, BUSINESS INSIDER Jan. 12, 2018  
A CONVOY OF SIX US ARMY M109 Paladin self-propelled howitzers traveling from Poland to 
military exercises in southern Germany was stopped by German border police on Wednesday 
because the Polish contractors transporting them had violated several transportation rules. 

The Paladins, from the 2nd Armored Brigade Combat Team of the 1st Infantry Division, were 
en route to a multinational military exercise in Bavaria, which starts Monday, but the howitzers 
were too wide and too heavy for the vehicles the Polish contractors transporting them were 
using. 

The contractors also did not have the right paperwork for transporting six heavy Paladins, US 
Army Europe said. Their driving time also exceeded regulations, which only allow such 
vehicles to use German roads between 9 p.m. and 5 a.m. to reduce disruptions to traffic. 

 

The Paladins, tracked vehicles with 155 mm howitzers, were stuck at a roadside rest stop in 
Germany as of Thursday, waiting to be transferred on to approved vehicles, US Army Europe 
told Stars and Stripes. The convoy was not transporting ammunition for the howitzers, and 
escorts from the US Army were with them at all times. 

"The transportation change necessitated additional escorts from the unit who are currently 
expected to arrive Friday and, upon their arrival, movement will continue on to Hohenfels 
Training Area in Germany," US Army Europe said on Thursday. 

It's not clear why the company hired by the US Army did not have the right equipment or 
documentation, nor is it clear whether the Army will continue to use that company. A US Army 
spokesperson told Task and Purpose that the incident was under review. 

http://uk.businessinsider.com/author/christopher-woody
http://www.businessinsider.com/ap-us-army-howitzer-shipment-halted-by-german-police-2018-1
https://www.stripes.com/news/europe/us-army-howitzer-shipment-halted-by-german-police-1.506232
https://www.stripes.com/news/europe/us-army-howitzer-shipment-halted-by-german-police-1.506232
https://taskandpurpose.com/army-howitzers-german-rest-stop/


The challenges of moving around Europe 
While the movement of the Paladins was part of routine exercises, the bureaucratic 
complications that held them up do underscore logistical challenges that the US Army and 
other NATO members face when operating in Europe, which could hinder them when 
responding to a crisis or during mobilization efforts. 

The US Army doesn't have enough heavy transport vehicles that comply with European road 
standards and often has to use contractors to move equipment on highways. NATO also faces 
shortages of low-loader semi-trailers for tanks, train cars for heavy equipment, and modern 
bridges that can support heavy vehicles.  

US and NATO forces moving around the continent often get delayed by various customs rules 
that must be obeyed as they move between countries. Weeks of preparations are necessary to 
address bureaucratic details if NATO wants to move troops or equipment from Stuttgart in 
Germany through Poland to Latvia, for example.   Such barriers could complicate any 
mobilization NATO needed to carry out during peacetime.  

While restrictions on movement between countries could, in theory, be lifted in the event of 
war, it's not clear that would actually happen, according to senior US military officials. 

"Even if a war were to break out, that wouldn't 
mean that the rules would be lifted," US Army 
Gen. Steven Shapiro, right, head of logistics 
for the US Army in Europe, told Der Spiegel in 
October. “Anybody that thinks, 'Don't worry, 
we'll be able to drive anywhere' — not true," 
retired US Army Lt. Gen. Ben Hodges said late 
last year, when he was head of the US Army in 
Europe. 

"Anybody who thinks you’ll be able to fly 
anywhere at night — not true," Hodges said. 
"Everything we do prior to declaration of 
[NATO's collective-defence provision] is going 
to be done in peacetime conditions." 

New commands are coming 
But the military alliance is working to address 
those shortcomings. In November, NATO 
members agreed to form two new military 
commands — one to oversee logistics in 
Europe and another to safeguard Atlantic sea 
lanes — in what would be the bloc's largest 
expansion in decades. 

"This is vital for our transatlantic alliance," NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg said at 
the time. "It is about how to move forces across the Atlantic and how to move forces across 
Europe." 

The plan has broad support from NATO members, though costs will not be discussed until 
later this year.  Germany is eager to host the logistics command, according to some 
diplomats. The country is strategically located in Europe, which would facilitate the rapid 
movement of troops and equipment in the event of a conflict. 

Germany already hosts thousands of US troops and their equipment, and while no final 
decisions have been made, Berlin's interest in the new command was backed by Hodges 
before his retirement in December. "I can't imagine any other country being better suited than 
Germany to take on that responsibility, from a geographical standpoint, a capability 
standpoint," he said in late November. 

https://www.stripes.com/news/europe/us-army-howitzer-shipment-halted-by-german-police-1.506232
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/nato-faces-serious-shortcomings-in-command-revamp-a-1173947.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/nato-faces-serious-shortcomings-in-command-revamp-a-1173947.html
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IS THE ARMY GOING SOFT? 
AMIDST THE CHAOS of influenza, wrongly blamed on the 
Australians, and the political debates raging in the United 
Kingdom, the British Army hogged the January headlines.   

This time the subject was not the hollowing out of Britain’s 
Armed Forces or the lack of money - or the lack of a real 
defence strategy - but how the Army should go about its 
recruiting, writes Mike Peters 

Scribblings has received comments, some very strongly felt, 
that the Army is going soft and that political correctness has 
taken over in the way the Services now recruit and there is a 
threat to future effectiveness.     

On the other hand, there are those who say that the country is 
more diverse than ever and the Armed Forces must reach out 
and recruit from all shapes, thoughts, opinions, creeds, 
communities and preferences.   They argue, with some justification, that our society has 
changed and there is room for everyone who wishes to serve his or her country. 

The debate has not been helped by what appears to be inadequate demographic research and, 
apparently, there were few attempts to brief journalists and those who criticise on the great 
strides the Armed Forces have made in recruiting from across the available spectrum.   

Our Services are more diverse than ever and there is justifiable pride in the current 
composition of all three services and of their continued success in all they do. 

Scribblings takes no sides in the debate on the chosen media or the messages of the new 
Army recruiting campaign.  Time will tell if the selected agency and its persuasion will work.  
The proof of the pudding will be in the eating.   If the targeting is correct then recruiting figures 
will rise.  But will those persuaded by the advertising get through initial selection or even 
basic training.   

Will the campaign encourage more of the traditional recruiting demographic to come forward? 
Will the tax payer get value for the £1 billion spent on advertising in recent years?   We wait 
and see. 

In the meantime, the Army in particular must look to the reasons for why there is a greater 
outflow and why we no longer have “satisfied soldiers.”  Scribblings provides here a selection 
of the media coverage in an ongoing, heated debate. 

 

 



The UK army is right to widen search for top-
class recruits  
The recruitment dilemmas facing the modern military mirror those 
of businesses 
By: Andrew Hill, The Financial Times 
PUT IT DOWN to an excess of deference, but the more I talk to people in uniform, the more 
impressed I am by the military’s progressive approach to managing people, whether 
encouraging teamwork, delegating decisions or developing leaders.   

Last week, though, the British army stood accused of letting its progressive instincts trump its 
basic mission. The trigger: a series of animated teasers for the latest recruitment commercials, 
aimed at expanding the pool of applicants beyond the usual base of young white men. 

Each video airs an answer from a serving soldier to a different question. What if I get 
emotional? Can I practise my faith (based on a Muslim soldier’s experience)? Can I be gay in 
the army? Do I have to be a superhero? Will I be listened to (a question answered by a female 
officer)? 

 

To critics, this latest phase of what it calls its “Belonging” campaign is a further sign the army 
is going soft and deploying over-sensitive snowflakes to the front line.  

“It’s no good having an army that’s jolly nice to people” if it cannot perform in combat, one 
retired major general grumbled to the BBC. In an earlier skirmish, the UK defence secretary 
stepped in last year to make sure the campaign would feature the army’s “Be the best” slogan, 
devised by Saatchi & Saatchi in the early 1990s. The military’s market researchers had judged 
it would not strike a chord with the target candidates. 

But to imply that the aim of “duffing up the Queen’s enemies”, in the major general’s words, 
will eventually come second to the push for a diverse soldiery is absurd.  If an army loses the 
‘war for talent’ — usually just glib consultant-speak — it could face defeat in a real conflict 

As Colonel Lizzie Faithfull-Davies, one of the most senior women in the military, told an FT 
panel I chaired in 2016, the armed forces require “a whole range of skills and different 
qualities”, but as well as “being an engineer, I need to be a soldier”.  

Willingness to fight must be the first screen applied to the new recruits, just as readiness to 
stand up in court is a requirement for budding barristers.  This spat between military recruiters 

https://www.ft.com/andrew-hill
https://www.ft.com/content/96963fdc-0e2e-11e2-8d92-00144feabdc0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UwKvD_mznMw&index=1&list=PLT7MnaHh-LAky3FC_0ew46yC-a3t-TcvX
https://www.ft.com/content/65708d48-c394-11e6-9bca-2b93a6856354
https://live.ft.com/Events/2016/FT-Women-At-The-Top-2016
https://live.ft.com/Events/2016/FT-Women-At-The-Top-2016


and blimpish veterans has strong parallels with the dilemmas business faces as it tries to hire 
and keep the best employees.  

The army is like many traditional companies struggling to attract younger workers who are 
queueing up to launch start-ups or decamp to Silicon Valley — as my colleague Jonathan 
Moules reports today. These older businesses have to search more widely for new recruits, 
not only because it is the right thing to do, and because more diverse teams often come to 
better decisions, but also because, if they do not, their future could be undermined. 

 
One important difference: if an army loses the “war for talent” — usually just glib consultant-
speak — it could face defeat in a real conflict. The armed forces are falling short of their own 
targets for trained personnel. A 2017 report by Mark Francois, a member of the UK parliament, 
blamed a coincidence of factors. They include the growing obesity problem, the shrinking 
presence of the military in the community and record employment, which lessens the army, 
navy and air force’s appeal as a “way out” for people from deprived areas. 

Another challenge for the armed forces is that younger servicewomen and servicemen, like 
their civilian counterparts, are less keen and less likely to spend their whole career working for 
one organisation than their seniors were. In the year to end-April 2017, nearly 13,000 people 
joined the armed forces, but 15,000 lefts.  

A British general with more than three decades of service once told me he feared a brain drain 
would leave only the less able at the top, 30 years from now. “[Young service people] will go 
earlier than my generation if they feel they’re not well looked after, or they do not find their 
work fulfilling — and they are immensely employable,” he says.  “All the more reason to cast 
the net for new recruits as wide as possible, and to develop those allegedly soft management 
skills that foster loyalty.” 

Last year’s wave of Belonging ads were one reason applicants to the army surged to 123,000 
in 2016-17 from 90,000 over the previous 12 months, according to the Ministry of Defence. Like 
managers at any business, the army’s recruiters need to try alternative approaches. Mr 
Francois’s report suggested lifting further what used to be a near-taboo on hiring from outside 
the military, particularly to fill technical roles. 

It is far too soon to talk about the risk that the army becomes a victim of its own success. But 
if it achieves its goal, it should eventually be the highest profile employer of a diverse cohort 
of tough, well-trained, battle-ready young people. In other words, exactly the sort of staff 
companies would love to lure out of uniform and back into highly paid civilian roles. 

https://www.ft.com/content/45602ae8-74d1-11e6-bf48-b372cdb1043a
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The Army has been taken over by PC dreamers 
who are putting lives at risk  
By: Colonel Tim Collins, Daily Telegraph. January 6, 2018  
THE LUDICROUS AND DANGEROUS MORASS into which obsequious and PC-addled senior 
officers have led the British Army is a source of real concern to every citizen of the nation. In 
the face of external threats and massive budget constraints, the latest very public direction 
from the Army is to drop the use of "sir" – or indeed "ma’m" when answering the telephone, 
for fear of giving some offence to the person at the far end.  

This comes alongside notices not to use 
language like "mankind", "chaps" or 
"gentleman's agreement" from the Joint 
Equality Diversity and Inclusion unit, 
nicknamed the “Jedi”. 

It is merely the most obvious manifestation of 
a lack of leadership that time and effort are 
given to such trivia in the face of crisis.  

The Armed Forces are at the same time both 
failing to recruit new members and capping 
recruitment of Gurkhas, Commonwealth 
volunteers and the Irish in favour of recruits 
that "reflect society" (whatever that means).  It 
was the same when I commanded 
1st Battalion the Royal Irish Regiment.  

I took command of a battalion 300 men under strength. With the chaotic Army recruiting group 
frankly getting in the way, we in 1 R Irish started our own recruiting drive – in Ireland – and I 
led a fully manned battalion to war in 2003.  How did I achieve that when the lavishly funded 
official system pathetically failed?  I recruited men for military service and adventure, and not 
to "reflect society".  

I had this discussion at a briefing at the Ministry of Defence. A civil servant outlined to invited 
guests the failing system they were pursuing and lamented the failed uptake of women and 
ethnic minorities. (LGBT individuals were not yet a priority at that point). 

I asked: "do you want an army that reflects society or one that is effective?" The answer was 
"Well, both, hopefully." I explained that you can’t have both. This led to the question of why 
the numbers of recruits from the Commonwealth and Ireland were being capped. Once again, 
she replied we want an army that reflects our society.  

Then, with a roll of her eyes, as if addressing a stupid little boy, she explained that things had 
moved on and now warfare was much more nuanced than when I served. Empathising with the 
people we were likely to meet overseas would, she explained, lead to much less violence and 
better understanding. That put me in my place.  

During my service we certainly tried to empathise where possible but erred on making the 
enemy – for that is what they are – reluctant to tangle or better still terrified of us. I would 
suggest that this lady never ever visits South Armagh. There are sections of the community 
there who given half a chance and allowed close enough would rip our faces off. That is the 
reality.  

That was also the reality of the drug-addled West Side Boys in Sierra Leone, who took twelve 
members of my regiment hostage in 2000.  The SAS rescue which I was involved with from 
London realised far too late that empathising with these thugs had in fact made matters much 
worse and had in fact put the lives of the hostages in more danger.  That is the difference 
between actual experience and daydreaming of a better world. 
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Daydreaming of a better world is a very dangerous 
occupation and one that should be confined to specialist 
hospitals and universities. As a parent of a serving 
officer, I am very worried that one day some dreamer will 
send my son into harm’s as part of a nuanced force and 
at serious risk to his life.  

It is a real concern that the senior military care more 
about their PC profile than the men and women who dare 
to serve. I unashamedly made it my priority to preserve 
the life and limbs of my young men where possible. No 
one who has had to bury teenagers would ever consider 
such dangerous nonsense on operations. 

Edward Gibbon noted in his Decline and Fall: "The 
emperors, anxious for their personal safety and the 
public peace, were reduced to the base expedient of 
corrupting the discipline which rendered them alike 
formidable to their sovereign and to the enemy….and the 
Roman world was overwhelmed by a deluge of 
Barbarians." The Romans supported armed strength in 
theory, but did not wish to pay for it or to offer their own 
children as army recruits. 

My fellow Ulsterman Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson (who was murdered by the IRA), once 
said: "It is better to have no armed forces at all than have forces just big enough to invite 
attack but not strong enough to win." I would urge Gavin Williamson, the new defence 
secretary, to wade in, purge the MoD of the PC dreamers, disband the Jedi and appoint 
someone to lead. It is the Government’s duty to defend our nation. 

New 'softer' Army recruitment ad 'neglects the 
main group of people who are interested in 
joining', says former Army commander   
Daily Telegraph Reporters 10 January 2018  

AN ARMY ADVERTISING CAMPAIGN promoting the emotional support available to recruits 
has been criticised for failing to target those most interested in joining the forces.  The 
recruitment drive includes a series of films which ask "Can I be gay in the Army?" and "What if 
I get emotional in the Army?", in a bid to appeal to potential soldiers from different 
backgrounds. 

It comes just weeks after Defence Secretary Gavin Williamson halted plans to scrap the 
Army's "Be the Best" slogan and historic crest following a public outcry.   The re-branding 
exercise was reportedly based on market research which found the 
slogan was considered "dated, elitist and non-inclusive" by key 
audiences.    The latest campaign, which will be broadcast on 
television, radio and digital platforms, seeks to address concerns 
recruits may have about issues including religion, gender and 
sexuality in the forces. 

Colonel Richard Kemp, right, former commander of British forces in 
Afghanistan, said it was "neglecting the main group of people who 
are interested in joining" and will not solve the "recruiting crisis". 

In one animation, which highlights emotional support, a voice-over 
says: "Man up. Grow a pair. It feels like, as a man, you can never 
express your emotions. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/authors/telegraph-reporters/


“I thought joining the Army would be a thousand times worse. That any sign of emotion would 
be a sign of weakness. That we'd have it ripped out of us.  But once you are in, you realise no-
one is a machine. The Army is family. I've probably told them things I wouldn't tell my own 
family. There's always someone there to talk to." 

Other videos trailed on YouTube, focusing on "Army belonging" and inclusivity, ask "Can I 
practise my faith in the Army?", "Will I be listened to in the Army?" and "Do I have to be a 
superhero to join the Army?". 

Colonel Kemp told BBC Breakfast: "The main group of people who are interested in joining 
aren't worrying so much about whether they are going to be listened to or if there's an 
emotional issue. 

"What they are worried about more is how they are going to face combat and, not only that - 
they are going to be attracted by images of combat because that's why people join the armed 
forces."   He added: "This also reflects the fact that the Army, like the rest of Government, is 
being forced down a route of political correctness.   What is most important is that the Army 
recruits and is full of soldiers. It's of secondary importance that they reflect the composition of 
society." 

The campaign comes amid growing concern over recruitment to the armed forces.  In the year 
to April 2017, 12,950 recruits joined the regular armed forces, but 14,970 service personnel left 
in the same period.   The Royal Navy and the RAF were running at around 10% short of their 
annual recruitment target, while the Army shortfall was more than 30%, according to a report 
commissioned by No 10. 

Retired Army officer Major General Tim Cross, left, said he 
supported recruiting from a broader base to boost numbers, but 
stressed they must be able to deliver high-intensity fighting 
power capable of "duffing up the Queen's enemies". 

He told BBC Radio 4's Today programme: "The concern, I think, 
for a lot of people - and it's an understandable concern and to 
some degree I have some concern as well - is that you end up 
with an Army that's not capable of doing what you want to do 
and when you send it away on operations it's not able to deliver. 

"So, we must ensure that we reach out to people, we must 
ensure that everybody knows that they have an opportunity of 
joining the British armed forces and joining the Army in 

particular, but we are not going to be soft and we are not going to be nice to people." 

Maj Gen Cross warned against discouraging Christians or people from other faiths amid 
reports that one advert was focused on showing Muslims they could practise their religion 
while serving as a soldier. "It happens to focus on the Muslim community; my point is we have 
Gurkhas, we have Sikhs, all faiths represented in the British Army, and what we don't want to 
be doing is isolating other people by focusing on these particular communities," he said. 

 

Yes, society has changed. But we still need 
hard men (and women) in the British Army to 
defend us, writes MAX HASTINGS 
By: Max Hastings for the Daily Mail, January 11, 2017 
THE BRITISH ARMY, pride of Henry V and the dukes of Marlborough and Wellington, is telling 
prospective new recruits that they are welcome to pray; get emotional; even cry.  As a result, 
across the land, the sound can be heard of veteran sergeant-majors gnashing their false teeth. 



Generations of soldiers, who themselves stood ramrod-straight on parade grounds amid 
bawled imprecations to ‘get some in, your horrible little man!’ will tremble at the prospect of 
seeing their successors parade to be tucked up in bed. 

The fuss has been prompted by the appearance on YouTube of teaser animations for a new 
recruitment campaign with the strapline ‘UK Army Ad: This Is Belonging 2018’. 

With all three-armed services struggling for manpower, market researchers have persuaded 
the Ministry of Defence that a new approach is needed, especially to attract more women, 
black and Asian minority soldiers. 

General Sir Nick Carter, head of the Army, yesterday defended the advertising campaign, 
saying that it is all about promoting teamwork, esprit de corps and a sense of belonging. 

Old warhorses nonetheless complain that the ads play to a spirit of ‘touchy-feely political 
correctness’ completely inappropriate for a force that exists to fight, to kill and to die.   Like 
many of my generation, I instinctively recoil from the soppiness of the ads, yet also recognise 
that the world has changed. 

By chance, I had lunch 
yesterday with Field-Marshal 
Lord Guthrie, right, who has 
seen more service than most 
men.  He was recalling with 
delight youthful experiences 
with the Welsh Guards and SAS.  
He recalled an SAS observation 
post in a Muslim graveyard 
overlooking the Crater district of 
Aden during the 1967 
insurgency, when the main fear 
was that the circling vultures 
would fall upon his men’s 
exposed posteriors. 

He also described fighting almost naked warriors in the New Hebrides alongside the French 
Army, and combatting Somali bandits on the Kenyan border while he commanded President 
Jomo Kenyatta’s bodyguard. ‘We killed a lot of people’, he observed with relish. 

Yet today, with only small contingents deployed in Afghanistan and Iraq, the British Army has 
become a very different beast from the adventurers’ paradise of Guthrie’s youth. It is 
predominantly a garrison force, fulfilling humdrum training duties. 

In consequence, while applications for officer jobs remain strong, it has lost its appeal to 
young rankers who once welcomed opportunities to test themselves under fire. 

 ‘Things are much more difficult since we quit Afghanistan — our best recruiting sergeant’, a 
senior officer says ruefully.   Tiny as is the Army, with an established strength of only 82,000, it 
can today field only 80 per cent of that strength.   Many of those who do join up seek to 
acquire skills. Thus, specialist areas are well up to strength, apart from electronic technicians.   
The key shortfall is in infantry numbers — riflemen to do the nation’s dirty work at the sharp 
end. 

Young men considering a career realise that the talents of an infantryman — courage, 
toughness and dexterity with weapons — have no application in later civilian life unless, like 
many special forces veterans, they join security companies. 

Thus, Army chiefs scratch their heads about how to offer prospective recruits — ‘millennials’ 
born into the 21st century, for whom even the Falklands war is only a dim legend — a new 
proposition.  The market researchers’ answer is to emphasise the opportunity to belong to a 
great institution, to join a team. A general said to me yesterday: ‘We must deal with Britain as 
it is, not as it once was. A lot of soldiers, owning homes rather than living in barracks, are now 
weekly-commuters with working wives. 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/youtube/index.html


‘A new generation joins with a requirement to be nurtured, which is hard for older people to 
understand.’   We all know what he means. 

 
My own memories of dalliance with the Army more than half a century ago involved an 
insouciance with weapons, vehicles, parachutes — indeed, risk of all kinds — that would give 
heart failure to the modern Health & Safety Executive, not to mention foolish civilian coroners.   
The British people need to acknowledge that, if our Army is getting soppier, this is because 
the changing mood of our society is making it so. 

We are almost insanely risk-averse. Innumerable legal cases brought against the Armed 
Forces, for alleged failures in a duty of care, have created a climate for which the nation, and 
not its generals, rightfully deserves blame. 

An officer explains the new recruiting campaign: ‘To attract young men and women, especially 
from minorities, we have to get past the “gatekeepers” — head-teachers and parents who have 
read stories about bullying and victimisation.    ‘They need to be convinced that their pupils 
and children are safe in our hands.’ 

He adds that, today — just as many so-called sports fans only watch others play, rather than 
get involved themselves — so, many aspirant military heroes feel more comfortable about 
dreaming a dream than living it out. 

Thus, recruiters feel a need to promise that the new entry —many of whom are shockingly 
overweight because so is much of the youth of Britain — should not fear that they will be 
forced to exert themselves beyond their powers. And feel able to have a good cry if the mood 
takes them, because that is what we are all being urged to do by shrinks, telly pundits and the 
compassion industry. 

General Sir Richard Shirreff, a former NATO deputy supreme commander, says he 
sympathises with his successors who have to deal with the pressure to comply with the spirit 
of the times. 

‘The Army must do what it needs to do to get people in — it is trying to send an important 
message to anxious mums, that if their sons and daughters put on uniforms, they will get 
emotional support,’ he says.  ‘What is also critical is that we should not drop standards, never 
lose sight of the fact that the Army exists to fight, and that fighting is a brutal, nasty business.’ 



Maintaining very high standards, in a world in which the mood of the times demands much 
less in other areas of life, is a tough proposition.  Also, many soldiers think it was a mistake to 
outsource recruiting to a civilian company, Capita Market Research, whose staff inevitably 
don’t even have the smallest understanding of warfare and its psychological demands. 

I doubt if these civilians would 
laugh at the sort of harsh 
battlefield joke all soldiers 
share, exemplified by a 
memory of my own, from the 
1982 Falklands war.    One 
dawn, on a crag outside 
Stanley, I stood beside a 
gunner officer who was 
correcting artillery fire by radio 
on groups of fleeing Argentine 
soldiers. We watched smoke-
puffs landing amid the distant, 
tiny figures, some of whom 
fell. 

He called on his battery, 
slightly to lengthen the range. 
As more puffs exploded, I 
mused aloud that it was a cold-blooded process, killing by remote control.  ‘Yes,’ he said dryly, 
recalling our own night of fear under Argentine fire, ‘but it’s terribly satisfying, isn’t it!’ 

I can see why today’s British Army feels obliged to assure the nervous nellies, who compose 
an increasing proportion of our population, that their uniformed sons and daughters will not 
be treated as ’orrible little people by martinets wielding swagger sticks. 

If diversity and compassion make the British 
Army stronger, we should embrace them  

     BY:  Tom Harris Daily Telegraph, 10 January 2018 •1:10pm  

TOUCHY FEELY ADVERTS should be embraced as long as they help and not hinder the 
Army's fighting strength.   At the risk of stating the obvious, Army recruitment campaigns are 
not aimed at those of a pacifist disposition. It was inevitable, then, that there would be some 
who would disparage the latest attempts to expand the pool of our fighting talent by attacking 
the very notion that the armed forces should be recruiting at all. 

For adverts now to appear suggesting that Muslims or gay people or even those who might 
have emotional insecurities can not only enlist but succeed in an Army career presents a 

mind-exploding challenge to those who 
resent the existence of government-funded 
soldiers in the first place. 

More important is the accusation that this 
campaign is a sign that even our armed 
forces are succumbing to political 
correctness. That is probably unfair, except 
insofar as a targeting of communities not 
known as fertile recruiting grounds in the 
past might now result in larger proportions 
of those previously unrepresented on the 
front line. 

The Army is family. I've probably told them things I wouldn't tell my own family. There's always 
someone there to talk to. 
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Army recruitment used to be much more of a political hot potato than it is today, which is 
surprising given how political some of our overseas engagements have been in the last 20 
years. In the 1980s, various local authorities used to grab headlines by announcing that 
recruiters would be banned from their schools and that Army displays would not be welcome 
in public spaces. One of the surprising aspects of the hard Left’s taking control of the Labour 
Party is that we have yet to see a return of such attitudes. 

In an episode of the dark American animated comedy, Family Guy, a local parade features a 
float illustrating “the soldiers of the future” – which turns out to be made up entirely of young 
black children. The satirical point was well made: armies recruit disproportionately from 
communities to which job and advancement opportunities taken for granted elsewhere have 
been denied. That has been as true in the UK. If that is to change, surely, we can welcome it? 

We need a standing army, and we need to recruit the best possible individuals to enlist in it. 
Suffering the unfair accusation of political correctness is a small price to pay if the quality – 
and, budgets allowing, quantity – of recruits is to improve.  

How many talented, brave, effective soldiers have been lost to our country because gay men 
or women, for example, felt they would be unwelcome, or even worse, abused, in the 
barracks? And if a British Muslim citizen wants to fight for their country against its enemies, 
the value to the UK in a political (small “p”) sense as well as in terms of fighting capacity is 
obvious. 

Nevertheless, the need to have a fully diverse and representative Army, while desirable, is not 
remotely important when compared with the operational demands placed upon our soldiers. 
Parliament should be seen to be representative of the country it governs; the Army should be 
efficient at defeating our enemies. 

Where an unwelcome shadow of political correctness did intrude recently was in the 
attempted binning of the Army’s well known recruitment slogan, “Be The Best”, which was 
seen, apparently, as elitist. Of course, it’s elitist! Some people who apply to be soldiers are 

rejected, and the 
reason they’re 
rejected is because 
they’re not good 
enough to join up. 
Harsh, eh? Welcome 
to the planet Earth. 

The newish Defence 
Secretary, Gavin 
Williamson, ordered it 
to be retained, but it 
is a worrying sign of 
self-immolation in our 
public services that 
we hesitate to 
describe ourselves as 
the very best. 

Perhaps it’s a bit un-British, so used are we to a Hugh Grant-type of self-deprecation that we 
feel uncomfortable suggesting that anyone is better than anyone else. 

Of course, in fact, they are. Our civil service is known as the best in the world; we’re 
comfortable with that because (a) we don’t actually write it down on official documents, and (b) 
flattering comparisons with foreigners are okay. 

But to suggest that our own British Army is “the Best”? If they’re not, then I want to know why 
not. All our public services, all our public servants, should be “the best”, whether they’re 
doctors, nurses, local government lawyers or bin men. And when it comes to putting people in 
uniform and handing them expensive weapons and telling them where to point those weapons, 
expecting them to be “the best” must surely and obviously rate among the top requirements 
for the job. 
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There is no suggestion that the touchy-feels recruitment advertising campaign is a reflection 
of a radical change in the Army’s culture or policies, that it has been suddenly transformed to 
a country retreat where group therapy and aromatherapy are the orders of the day. It certainly 
needs to follow through on its stated claims to be supportive of those who need that support, 
to be tolerant and to end the historic culture of macho bullying that has caused so much 
despair over decades. 

If this new campaign delivers on that commitment, it’s something everyone should welcome. 
And if it results in talented, capable individuals who also happen to be gay or Muslim adding 
to the strength of our armed forces, then it’s a double win for Britain. 

Many soldiers think it was a mistake to outsource recruiting to a civilian company, Capita 
Market Research, whose staff inevitably don’t even have the smallest understanding of warfare 
(pictured: former British Army Major Stewart Hill, now a painter after being seriously injured   

But we should also recognise the limits of compassion among warriors. We need hard men, 
and now also hard women, to defend our national interests.  I remember Lord Guthrie saying, 
when he was Chief of the Defence Staff: ‘We’ve got used to being expected to fight wars 
without getting too many of our own men killed. But it is depressing that we are now also told 
that we need to be careful to avoid killing too many of the enemy!’ 

The spirit of Blenheim and Waterloo, of D-Day and, indeed, of the Falklands, has served Britain 
well.   We should not deride tears among our warriors, to which many of the greatest, Winston 
Churchill included, have been vulnerable.  But nor should we refuse to recognise, as 
Whitehall’s market researchers seem to wish to do, that toil, blood and sweat also remain 
indispensable. 

British soldiers’ admiration for Irish 
recruitment videos 
BY: Norma Costello. The Irish Examiner, Wednesday, January 17, 2018 
BRITISH SOLDIERS are praising Irish Army recruitment videos after claims the British army 
has “gone soft”. Soldiers praised the ad for the Irish Army Ranger wing which featured scenes 
of weaponry and combat and is described as an “action ad”. 

The comments come in the wake of a new British Army recruitment campaign ‘This is 
belonging’ which aims 
to be more inclusive.   In 
a series of films and 
radio ads including ‘Can 
I Be Gay in The Army’, 
‘Facing My Kryptonite’, 
‘Keeping my Faith’, and 
‘Expressing My 
Emotions’, British the 
army hopes to attract a 
wider variety of recruits 
which army insiders 
claim reflects modern 
British society.  

In stark contrast, the 
Irish Army Ranger video 
features soldiers in 

balaclavas in armoured vehicles scouting for enemies and loading weapons as a voiceover 
explains soldiers should be “ruthless” while defending their comrades. 

In a post on the popular military Facebook page, Fill Your Boots UK, British soldiers criticised 
the British army campaign, which cost €1.8m and will be published on multiple platforms.   A 
post on the page claimed “instead of worrying about which bathroom to use or if a PFT will 



leave them needing therapy why not bring back action ads. “The post drew a lot of praise for 
the Irish Army video, while slating the current, inclusive British campaign. 

Afghanistan veteran colonel Richard Kemp and retired major general Tim Cross both shared 
the soldiers’ sentiments, with Col Kemp asserting the army is “being forced down the route of 
political correctness” and Cross claiming that the ads bypass the harsh realities of army 
training. 

Despite the new recruitment approach, last year the executive committee of the UK army board 
was blocked by defence secretary Gavin Williamson from dropping the army’s ‘Be the Best’ 
slogan after members of the board claimed the slogan was elitist and non-inclusive. 

The Irish and British armies have struggled with recruitment and retention in recent years as 
job opportunities outside the army rise. 

The British army needs 10,000 recruits a year to maintain numbers, yet many privates are 
leaving to pursue careers outside the army, citing lack of tours, low pay, and low morale 
among troops. In the last five years, the Irish Defence forces have lost over 30% of all enlisted 
personnel. Soldiers have complained of low wages with families being forced to apply for 
family income supplement. 

 
Recruits May Be 'Put Off Joining Military Over 
Prosecution Fears'  
Forces News January 25, 2018 - 17:03 
NEW RECRUITS CLOULD BE DETERRED from joining the UK's armed forces because of the 
possibility of prosecution decades later, an MP has warned.  Ruth Smeeth made the claim 
during a debate on a proposed statute of limitations for the prosecution of soldiers who 
served during the Troubles in Northern Ireland. The Stoke on Trent representative said: "This 
has a knock-on effect on those who are looking to serve in the future. 

"If we are continually looking to judicial responses, we are continually looking to the law, then 
people will simply stop signing up because of fears about what will happen to them 30 or 40 
years after their service." 

MPs spent more than an hour discussing a defence committee report which favours a statute 
of limitations, coupled with a truth-recovery process to help families bereaved during the 
Troubles.   However, the report, published last month, has stopped short of recommending the 
proposal for all sides during the Troubles as it "would be for the next government to decide". 

Ms Smeeth added: "These are issues that we can ignore no longer. Our brave service 
personnel were acting under orders; we asked them to do many things for us; we need to have 
their backs when they need us."   The Government indicated a statute of limitations would be 
included in a public consultation exercise in Northern Ireland on future mechanisms to deal 
with the legacy of the Troubles. 

The concept of an amnesty has gained traction among a number of Westminster 
backbenchers, who claim recent prosecutions of former British soldiers are tantamount to a 
"witch-hunt".   However, prosecutors and police in Northern Ireland insist such allegations 
simply do not stand up to scrutiny, with a breakdown of figures showing no disproportionate 
focus on ex-security force members. 

Conservative MP and former soldier Johnny Mercer called for a halt to the "totally 
unacceptable practice of pensioners who have served in this country" being "relentlessly 
under scrutiny".    



 Courtesy of The Sun  

Democratic Unionist MP Gavin Robinson said any statute of limitations could have widespread 
ramifications.  "The principles which we are engaged in here go far beyond the Northern 
Ireland context."    

Meanwhile, among those present for the debate were relatives of 10 people killed by soldiers 
during an incident known as the "Ballymurphy massacre” John Teggart, who lost his father, 
said the discussion had been "one sided."  "You can't debate an issue when they are all 
singing off the same hymn sheet," he said. "I am not happy; the voice of victims was left 
sitting in the public gallery." 

Sinn Fein MLA Chris Hazzard, who accompanied the victims' families to London, also voiced 
opposition.  He said: "There must be no immunity for people who have killed Irish citizens. A 
fundamental democratic principle is equality under the law, and this proposal runs entirely 
contrary to that." 

In a statement, Amnesty International called for the government to reject any moves to 
legislate for a statute of limitations.  Grainne Teggart, the charity's Northern Ireland campaigns 
manager, said: "All victims of human rights violations and abuses from Northern Ireland's 
conflict have a right to an independent investigation, with the possibility of prosecutions to 
follow where the evidence leads. This is true, whatever the identity of the victim and whatever 
the identity of the perpetrator. To remove this recourse would be a betrayal of victims' 
fundamental right to justice." 

Ministers spent £1bn on armed forces 
recruitment despite repeated failure to hit 
manpower targets  
By: Steven Swinford, Deputy Political Editor, Daily Telegraph, January 29 2018  

THE MINISTRY OF DEFENCE has spent £752million on a contract with Capita, while the RAF 
and Royal Navy have spent a further £300million between them on attempts to attract new 
officers.  The expenditure comes amid widespread vacancies across the armed forces and 
repeated failures to hit recruitment targets.  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/authors/steven-swinford/


According to the most recently available figures, the overall size of the Army fell to 77,440 in 
October, more than 4,000 short of its 82,000 target. The RAF and Royal Navy are 5.8 per cent 
and 3.5 per cent below their personnel targets. 

The Army's recruitment campaigns include a controversial series of new adverts which told 
prospective recruits on social media that it is OK to cry, have feelings and pray. Gavin 
Williamson, the Defence Secretary, also stepped in to stop plans to scrap the Army's "be the 
best" slogan. 

Johnny Mercer, a Tory MP and former Army officer, said: "It is clear that the military is 
currently experiencing a manpower crisis and with the amounts of public money being spent 

on recruitment, I would expect to see 
much improved results.   "Perhaps it is 
time for the MoD to review their 
recruiting practices to ensure that the 
public is getting proper value for money 
and that the military is having its 
manpower requirements satisfied." 

Figures obtained by the Press 
Association reveal that the Royal Air 
Force spent £152.9million and the Royal 
Navy £149.7million on recruitment since 
2012/13 and 2015/16.   The spending is 
on top of the armed force's main 
recruitment contract with Capita, which 

has seen costs rise from £698million to £752million between February 2012 and the end of 
2016/17. 

"The MoD's total and repeated failure to manage the contract with Capita is deeply worrying," 
said Nia Griffith, the shadow defence secretary.   "The company has fundamentally failed in its 
basic job of driving up Army numbers, with the latest figures showing that the Army is now 
smaller than it was last year. 

"The programme has been plagued by IT problems which have made it near to impossible for 
some potential recruits to sign up, and now we learn that this failing contract is costing more 
to the taxpayer than was initially promised.  The MoD should urgently consider whether 
services could be delivered more effectively in-house by trained officers, instead of civilian 
staff who no doubt do their best but are being badly let down by Capita." 

Last week, it emerged that the £1.3 billion Capita contract had failed to deliver more than £100 
million in planned savings so far.   The MoD says it is confident the 10-year contract will still 
deliver virtually the same level of savings over the life of the contract as originally forecast. 

Under the contract, Capita has taken over recruitment in the Army and has also built the 
defence recruitment system, an IT system intended to handle recruitment across all 
the armed forces.   The project went live in November, five years after the original contract was 
signed, but this was immediately followed by reports of technical issues. 

Labour former defence minister Kevan Jones, who obtained the Capita figures in a written 
parliamentary question, said: "Only last week the Government said that its forecast savings 
for Army recruitment remain unchanged.   "With ministers now admitting that they've actually 
spent an extra £50 million, the claim that this private sector contract will save money overall is 
looking a lot less credible." 

A report last year by Conservative former defence minister Mark Francois found that the Army 
is missing its annual recruitment target by as much as 30%, with the Royal Navy and RAF 
around 10% short.   "It is clearly evident by now that the Capita recruitment contract has not 
provided good value for money and last year the Army were 3,000 recruits short," he said.   "If 
this under performance continues much longer, the MoD should look to alternatives and try 
and get out of the contract they currently have with Capita." 



Ministers have blamed the overspending on the Capita contract on changes to the IT project.    
An MoD spokesman said: "In a highly competitive job market the armed forces need to recruit 
high quality candidates in sufficient numbers to protect UK interests at home and abroad.  
"Proactive advertising provides excellent exposure and is a proven way to recruit suitable 
personnel. 

"We continue to scrutinise all spending in order to ensure we obtain value for money.  The 
Army has enough people to perform its operational requirements that help keep Britain safe 
and has recruited around 8,000 people over the last year into a variety of posts." 

 

Social media is losing its influence and is not believed by the majority of people, was a claim 
made in late January.  Indeed, the same report indicated that main stream media’s popularity 
and believability was growing again.  So, it was, perhaps, surprising to read - first in the 
Guardian -  and later repeated elsewhere a story that surely should have flagged up a fake 
news moment among the respective news desks.  Cleverly written it appealed – successfully 
in some places – it would seem to pride in the British military and its unique capabilities.  The 
headline is clever, the content apparently serious but the article has hidden messages quickly 
spotted by UK based defence commentators like Sir Humphrey writing under his blog title of 
thethinpinstripedline.com. 

Trust in social media hits record low amid 
fears over fake news 
Many people are disengaging with the daily news agenda 
By: Matthew Moore, Media Correspondent, The Times January 22, 2018 
TRUST IN SOCIAL MEDIA has fallen to a record low as Britons lose faith in companies such as 
Facebook and Twitter, according to research.   Fewer than a quarter of people trust the 
technology and publishing giants. Most Britons believe that such companies are doing too 
little to address extremism, tackle cyberbullying or prevent illegal use of their platforms, the 
world’s largest study of trust has found. 

Sixty-four per cent want social media companies to face tighter regulation. There are 
continuing calls for them to be accountable for inappropriate content. The 2018 Edelman Trust 
Barometer also found: 

• Trust in traditional media such as newspapers and television has jumped 13 
percentage points in a year to 61 per cent, a six-year high, as consumers look for 
reliable news coverage. 
 

• A tenth of young adults say they have quit Facebook in the past year. 
 

• Trust in the leaders of the two main political parties has risen, with Theresa May up 
four points to 39 per cent and Jeremy Corbyn jumping 13 points to 36 per cent, but 60 
per cent of people feel that their views are not represented in British politics. 

Falling trust in social media companies comes as understanding grows of their role in the 
spread of fake news and their impact on mental health. Trust stood at 28 per cent in 2012, 
falling to 26 per cent last year. The decline reached 24 per cent this year.  

Facebook and Twitter have admitted that thousands of accounts on their sites were controlled 
by Russian entities seeking to influence the 2016 US presidential election, and MPs are 
demanding that the social media giants hand over any evidence of Kremlin efforts to sway the 
EU referendum. 

Last month Facebook conceded for the first time that using its site can lead to unhappiness, 
particularly if people scroll through friends’ updates without interacting. 



The Edelman research found that 57 per cent of Britons believe that social media companies 
take advantage of loneliness. Greater proportions believe they lack transparency (63 per cent) 
and sell people’s data without their knowledge (62 per cent). More people (38 per cent) feel that 
social media has a negative impact on society than believe it is a force for good (34 per cent). 

Ed Williams, chief executive of Edelman UK, said: “It’s time these companies sat up and 
listened.” 

Social media users are increasingly sceptical of news stories in their feeds, the polling 
suggests. More than half worry about being exposed to fake news on social media, and more 
than 40 per cent say that they skim headlines rather than clicking on links. Although trust in 
traditional media has reached a six-year high, there is evidence that many people are 
disengaging with the daily news agenda. A third of the population say they consume less 
news than before; one in five avoids it entirely. 

These news rejecters are predominantly educated, middle-aged professionals who believe that 
the news is too depressing (40 per cent) or biased (33 per cent). Only 6 per cent of the 
population now describe themselves as “informed”, a record low. 

Trust in government remains unchanged at 36 per cent, lower than trust in business, where it 
is at 43 per cent. However, trust in government officials, financial experts and journalists all 
rose in the past year, suggesting that the populist backlash against traditional authority 
figures may have peaked. 

The 18th annual Edelman Trust Barometer interviewed 33,000 people around the world, with 
supplementary interviews of 3,000 people in Britain. 

 

British government’s new ‘anti-fake news’ unit 
has been tried before – and it got out of hand  
By: Dan Lomas, Programme Leader, MA Intelligence and Security Studies, 
University of Salford January 25, 2018  
THE DECISION TO SET UP a new National Security Communications Unit to counter the 
growth of “fake news” is not the first time the UK government has devoted resources to 
exploit the defensive and offensive capabilities of information. A similar thing was tried in the 
Cold War era, with mixed results. 

The planned unit has emerged as part of a wider review of defence capabilities. It will 
reportedly be dedicated to “combating disinformation by state actors and others” and was 
agreed at a meeting of the National Security Council (NSC).   

As a spokesperson for UK prime minister Theresa May told journalists:  We are living in an era 
of fake news and competing narratives. The government will respond with more and better use 
of national security communications to tackle these interconnected, complex challenges. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-42791218


Parliament’s Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee is currently investigating the use of 
fake news – the spreading of stories of “uncertain provenance or accuracy” – through social 
media and other channels. The investigation is taking place amid claims that Russia used 
hundreds of fake accounts to tweet about Brexit. The head of the army, General Sir Nick 
Carter, recently told the think-tank RUSI that Britain should be prepared to fight an 
increasingly assertive Russia.  

Details of the new anti-fake news unit are vague, but may mark a return to Britain’s Cold War 
past and the work of the Foreign Office’s Information Research Department (IRD), which was 
set up in 1948 to counter Soviet propaganda. The unit was the brainchild of Christopher 
Mayhew, Labour MP and under-secretary in the Foreign Office, and grew to become one of 
largest Foreign Office departments before its disbandment in 1977 – a story revealed in The 
Guardian in January 1978 by its investigative reporter David Leigh. 

This secretive government body worked with politicians, journalists and foreign governments 
to counter Soviet lies, through unattributable “grey” propaganda and confidential briefings on 
“Communist themes”. IRD eventually expanded from this narrow anti-Soviet remit to protect 
British interests where they were likely “to be the object of hostile threats”. 

By 1949, IRD had a staff of just 52, all based in central London. By 1965 it employed 390 staff, 
including 48 overseas, with a budget of over £1m mostly paid from the “secret vote” used to 
fund the UK intelligence community. IRD also worked alongside the Secret Intelligence Service 
(SIS or MI6) and the BBC’s World Service. 

Playing hardball with soft power 
Examples of IRD’s early work include reports on Soviet gulags and the promotion of anti-
communist literature. George Orwell’s work was actively promoted by the unit. Shortly before 
his death in 1950, Orwell even gave it a list of left-wing writers 
and journalists “who should not be trusted” to spread IRD’s 
message. During that decade, the department even moved into 
British domestic politics by setting up a “home desk” to counter 
communism in industry.  

George Orwell played his part in government ‘propaganda’ in the 
1940s. BBC  

IRD also played an important role in undermining Indonesia’s 
President Sukarno in the 1960s, as well as supporting western 
NGOs – especially the Thomson and Ford Foundations. In 1996, 
former IRD official Norman Reddaway provided more information 
on IRD’s “long-term” campaigns (contained in private papers). 
These included “English by TV” broadcast to the Gulf, Sudan, 
Ethiopia and China, with other IRD-backed BBC initiatives – 
“Follow Me” and “Follow Me to Science” – which had an 
estimated audience of 100m in China. 

IRD was even involved in supporting Britain’s entry to the European Economic Community, 
promoting the UK’s interests in Europe and backing politicians on both sides. It would shape 
the debate by writing a letter or article a day in the quality press. The department was also 
involved in more controversial campaigns, spreading anti-IRA propaganda during The 
Troubles in Northern Ireland, supporting Britain’s control of Gibraltar and countering the 
“Black Power” movement in the Caribbean. 

Going too far 
IRD’s activities were steadily getting out of hand, yet an internal 1971 review found the 
department was still needed, given “the primary threat to British and Western interests 
worldwide remains that from Soviet Communism” and the “violent revolutionaries of the ‘New 
Left’”. IRD was a “flexible auxiliary, specialising in influencing opinion”, yet its days were 
numbered. By 1972 the organisation had just over 100 staff and faced significant budget cuts, 
despite attempts at reform.  

https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/digital-culture-media-and-sport-committee/inquiries/parliament-2017/fake-news-17-19/
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IRD was eventually killed off thanks to opposition from Foreign Office mandarins and the then 
Labour foreign secretary, David Owen – though that may not be the end of the story. Officials 
soon set up the Overseas Information Department – likely a play on IRD’s name – tasked with 
making “attributable and non-attributable” written guidance for journalists and politicians, 
though its overall role is unclear. Information work was also carried out by “alongside” such 
as the former IRD official Brian Crozier. 

The history of IRD’s work is important to future debates on government strategy in countering 
“fake news”. The unit’s effectiveness is certainly open to debate. In many cases, IRD’s work 
reinforced the anti-Soviet views of some, while doing little, if anything, to influence general 
opinion.  

In 1976, one Foreign Office official even admitted that IRD’s work could do “more harm than 
good to institutionalise our opposition” and was “very expensive in manpower and is 
practically impossible to evaluate in cost effectiveness” – a point worth considering today.  

IRD’s rapid expansion from anti-communist unit to protecting Britain’s interests across the 
globe also shows that it’s hard to manage information campaigns. What may start out as a unit 
to counter “fake news” could easily spiral out of control, especially given the rapidly 
expanding online battlefield.  

Government penny pinching on defence – a key issue in current debates – could also fail to 
match the resources at the disposal of the Russian state. In short, the lessons of IRD show 
that information work is not a quick fix. The British government could learn a lot by visiting the 
past. 

 

The (almost) complete history of 'fake news' 
By:  Mike Wendling BBC Trending, January 22 2018   
IN RECORD TIME the phrase morphed from a description of a social media phenomenon into a 
journalistic cliché and an angry political slur. How did the term "fake news" evolve - and 
what's next in the world of disinformation?  It was mid-2016, and Buzzfeed's media editor, 
Craig Silverman, noticed a funny stream of completely made-up stories that seemed to 
originate from one small Eastern European town. 

"We ended up finding a small cluster of news websites all registered in the same town in 
Macedonia called Veles," Silverman recalls.    He and a colleague started to investigate, and 
shortly before the US election they identified at least 140 fake news websites which were 
pulling in huge numbers on Facebook.  

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2012/aug/09/brian-crozier
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The young people in Veles may or may not have had much interest in American politics, but 
because of the money to be made via Facebook advertising, they wanted their fiction to travel 
widely on social media. The US presidential election - and specifically Donald Trump - was 
(and of course still is) a very hot topic on social media.  

The city getting rich from fake news 
And so, the Macedonians and other purveyors of fakery wrote stories with headlines such as 
"Pope Francis Shocks World, Endorses Donald Trump for President" and "FBI Agent 
Suspected in Hillary Email Leaks Found Dead in Apparent Murder-Suicide".   They were 
completely false. And thus, began the modern - and internet-friendly - life of the phrase "fake 
news". 

Nothing new here 
Misinformation, spin, lies and deceit have of course been around forever. But what Silverman 
and others uncovered was a unique marriage between social media algorithms, advertising 
systems, people prepared to make stuff up to earn some easy cash and an election that 
gripped a nation and much of the world. 

In the wake of President Trump's victory, BBC Trending delved into the huge world of pro-
Trump Facebook groups. Inside those hyper-partisan spaces there were some outright 
falsehoods circulating.  

But most of the content was more traditional political communication: puffery, drumbeating, 
and opponent-slagging. There were memes showing Trump as a fearless leader, support for 
his pledges to deport illegal immigrants, and potted biographies describing the candidate as 
"the very definition of the American success story." It was hardly balanced stuff - but nor did 
much of it qualify as "fake news".  

But pundits scrambling to explain the shock result (and in many cases, their own follies) 
turned to "fake news" as one possible explanation.  

Enter politics 
The phrase now evokes much more 
than those get-rich-quick Macedonian 
teenagers. President Trump even 
gave out "Fake News Awards" to 
reporters who had made errors or 
poor predictions - with a special nod 
to all reporting on the ongoing and 
very real investigations into collusion 
between the Trump campaign and 
Russia. 

Hillary Clinton says false stories hurt 
her presidential campaign. Image 
copyright Getty   

But to say that President Trump was 
the first politician to deploy the term 
would itself be, well, "fake news". 

On 8 December 2016, Hillary Clinton 
made a speech in which she mentioned "the epidemic of malicious fake news and false 
propaganda that flooded social media over the past year." 

"It's now clear that so-called fake news can have real-world consequences," she said. "This 
isn't about politics or partisanship. Lives are at risk… lives of ordinary people just trying to go 
about their days, to do their jobs, contribute to their communities." 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-38168281
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Some journalists at the time interpreted her remarks as a reference to "Pizzagate", a bonkers 
conspiracy theory which sprouted and grew to tremendous proportions online. 

It started with a rumour that sex slaves were being held under a Washington pizza restaurant, 
and ended a couple of days before Clinton's speech, when a man entered the busy family-
friendly restaurant with a rifle. Nobody was injured, and the man was arrested and sentenced 
to four years in jail.   But in that speech, Clinton also asked her audience to help "protect our 
democracy". Other reporters interpreted that more broadly as a reference to the election. 

President-elect Trump took up the phrase the following month, in January 2017, a little over a 
week before taking office. In response to a question, he said "you're fake news" to CNN 
reporter Jim Acosta. Around the same time, he started repeating the phrase on Twitter.  

"That signalled to the many people out 
there who were supporting Trump and 
running websites supportive of him, that 
he was saying 'OK, we're going to take this 
term and make it ours'," Silverman says.   
The fake news horse had not just bolted 
from the stable, it was off and running. 

Enemy of the people' - Trump compared to 
Stalin for attacks on media 
Useless words? 
Since then phrase has been used more or 
less continuously by Trump and other 
world leaders, as well as by countless 

political operatives, journalists and ordinary people. As a rough guide, a Google News search 
of "fake news" throws up 5 million results, and already in 2018, the phrase has been used 
about two million times on Twitter.  

And, contrary to the conventional wisdom, it's no longer a stream of falsehoods eagerly 
swallowed solely by Trump supporters and/or those with little education. By April 2017, 
Trending was reporting on the phenomenon of left-wing, anti-Trump fakery. Experts say 
highly-educated people can be duped by lies as well - and can often be more stubborn when 
presented with information that challenges their views. 

But within months the sheer ubiquity of the phrase "fake news" had perhaps rendered the 
term meaningless. All sorts of things - misinformation, spin, conspiracy theories, mistakes, 
and reporting that people just don't like - have been rolled into it. 

How fake news plagued 2017 
"We did this to ourselves, and by 'we', I mean the media," says Alexios Mantzarlis, director of 
the Poynter Institute's International Fact-Checking Network. "Right after the election, in 
editorials, in news articles, we started calling 'fake news' a bit of everything.  "We should be 
conscious that our industry is partly to blame for the confusion we're at."  

And some experts with huge experience in the field have started to back away from the fake 
news fire altogether.   "The reason I don't like the phrase now is it's used as a term to describe 
everything," says Clare Wardle of First Draft News, a truth-seeking non-profit based at 
Harvard's Shorenstein Centre. "Whether it's a sponsored post, an ad, a visual meme, a bot on 
Twitter, a rumour - people just use it against any information they don't like." 

"This is a really complex problem," she says. "If we're going to start thinking of ways we can 
intervene, we're going to have to have clear definitions." 

Wardle says that an obsession with the phrase (and yes, this story admittedly might be a part 
of that) is actually hurting the credibility of otherwise credible news outlets.   "My concern now 
is the kind of reporting we see on disinformation," says Clare Wardle. 

http://edition.cnn.com/2016/12/08/politics/hillary-clinton-fake-news-epidemic/index.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/blogs-trending-38156985
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-40372407
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"People are saying, 'I don't know who to believe or who to trust, everything's broken.' My 
concern is the way that we're talking about some of these issues is actually doing more than 
the original misinformation did in the first place." 

Mantzarlis says that while he's concerned about language creep, he isn't ready to abandon it 
altogether - although he would like to see "fake news" restricted to descriptions of spammy 
made-up stories wrecking Facebook news feeds. 

 

"Just because someone else is using the term to mean something different doesn't mean it 
loses its value," he says. "If someone starts calling a telephone a banana, and has a very big 
megaphone, doesn't mean that the rest of us should stop calling a telephone a telephone." 

Going viral 
Clearly the enabler of the modern form of "fake news" - or, if you like, misinformation - has 
been the explosive growth of social media.  "In the early days of Twitter, people would call it a 
'self-cleaning oven', because yes there were falsehoods, but the community would quickly 
debunk them," Wardle says. "But now we're at a scale where if you add in automation and 
bots, that oven is overwhelmed. 

"There are many more people now acting as fact-checking and trying to clean all the ovens, 
but it's at a scale now that we just can't keep up." 

So, what to do about it? Fact-checking works, says Alexios Mantzarlis, but automated 
solutions are probably not the answer.  "We're been heralding robotic fact checking for about 
20 years and we're nowhere near it," he says. "What we can do is help humans and journalists 
find fishy claims faster, and get access to the stats that they need to verify a claim faster."  

"I see an enormous potential in technology as an assistant and turbocharger of fact-
checking," he says. "I see very little use in technology as a one-size-fits all universal fixer of 
this problem." 

But all the fact-checking institutions in the world will never be able to beat down every rumour 
or fake "fact". And while some media reports have cast doubt on the efficacy of fact-checking, 
Mantzarlis is convinced that his work has an impact.  "What we've seen over the past two 
years is that consistently, across the board, regardless of partisanship, when people get told a 
falsehood and get presented with a correction, their belief in the falsehood goes down," he 
says.   People might be "fact resistant", but very few are "fact immune", he says.  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2017/02/23/why-fact-checking-doesnt-change-peoples-minds/?utm_term=.1f69aad842a0


The future of fake 
In the future, the term "fake news" might come to be seen as a relic of a febrile 2017 (if we're 
lucky). But the fight against misinformation won't go away. Companies and governments are 
now starting to take concrete action, the consequences of which will be felt for some time. 

"Google and Facebook have both said that 
they are going to be hiring a lot of people to 
review content and enforce their terms of 
service and keep fake and illegal stuff off 
their platform. I'm interested to see how that 
is actually done," Buzzfeed's Silverman 
says.   "The opaqueness of these platforms 
and their power and the fact that so much 
speech has moved on to them is something 
that we need to pay attention to and make 
sure that we don't turn them from places 
where misinformation is running rampant to 
places that are so locked down that they are 
inhibiting speech," he says. 

Alongside worries about the power of the 
social media companies, the experts also 
have concerns about the power of 
governments.   "Sometimes well-intentioned but ill-informed legislators will overreach and do 
more harm that the problem they are trying to fix, with legislation on fake news," Mantzarlis 
says, noting that legislation is being proposed in several countries across Europe. 

The most sweeping such legislation came into effect on 1 January in Germany. The law 
demands that social media sites quickly remove hate speech, fake news and illegal material or 
face fines up to 50m euro (£44.3m, $61.1m). And beyond viral political text news stories, there 
are new frontiers which fact-checkers are trying to delve into.  "I really think we need to be 
thinking of visuals more. Visuals are very powerful vehicles of disinformation," Claire Wardle 
says. 

Often photos are travelling with rapid speed on closed messaging apps such as WhatsApp or 
Viber. And while the discussion about "fake news" has focused on the West, a lot of 
misinformation like this is circulating about health, religion and society outside of the US, in 
developing countries.  

"The power of something like WhatsApp is that it's travelling between very close networks of 
peers who are much more likely to trust each other," Wardle says.  

Impact? 
There's one essential question - what impact does misinformation really have in the minds of 
voters? Ever since the debate over the issue really took off a little over a year ago, there's 
been enormous disagreement as to whether false stories spread online actually have any 
impact on people's politics or voting patterns.  

In one of the first academic studies about the consumption of fake news, researchers at 
Princeton, Dartmouth and the University of Exeter estimated that about 25 percent of 
Americans visited a fake news website in a six-week period around the time of the 2016 US 
election.   But the researchers also found that the visits were highly concentrated - 10% of 
readers made 60% of the visits. And crucially, the researchers concluded "fake news does not 
crowd out hard news consumption." 

"The reach was relatively wide, but not so deep," Mantzarlis says. "It's quite a big step further 
to say, are people voting on this, making decisions on it.   To say it's poisoning our democracy 
or it won this guy or the other guy an election, we need a lot more research to be able to say 
that." 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-42510868
http://www.dartmouth.edu/%7Enyhan/fake-news-2016.pdf


 
Cometh the hour, cometh the man: Gary Oldman as Winston Churchill (Photo: Working 
Title/Focus Features/Universal Pictures UK)  

Why the Winston Churchill film ‘Darkest Hour’ 
is getting standing ovations here and abroad 
By: Simon Kelner, Daily News Briefing,  Tuesday January 16 2018 
A RATHER UNUSUAL, and possibly even unprecedented, feeling is sweeping the country. It 
has not been spread virally on the Internet, it’s not been invented and manipulated by 
marketeers, and it’s not what you’d call on trend. It’s spontaneous, unsolicited and is inspired 
by an actual, rather than a virtual, experience. 

A 21-year-old colleague arrived in the office yesterday to tell everyone that she’d been to see a 
film at the weekend, and, at its conclusion, people were standing up in the cinema, applauding 
and cheering. She joined in, she said. She’d never seen anything like it before. And it turns out 
that this is happening up and down the country. 

The film in question, Darkest Hour, which tells the story of the four weeks in 1940 when 
Winston Churchill faced down the Nazis and changed the course of world history, has, 
seemingly, unleashed an impromptu wave of patriotic fervour throughout Britain. 

And not only here. According to Darkest Hour’s producer, Eric Fellner, similar reactions to the 
film have been reported in America too. Phil Clapp, chief executive of UK Cinema Association, 
said: “Such audience reaction to a particular film is not that common these days and where it 
has happened has tended to be at films with a ready-made fan base.” 

But this isn’t Star Wars, or Harry Potter, and, while there always has been a good market in 
Second World War feature films, it’s certainly not a franchise movie. 

So, what brought my colleague, who was born almost 60 years after the events depicted, to 
her feet? We can be sure that it’s not simply red-blooded nationalism which is mobilising 
audiences. It’s an undeniably terrific film, beautifully made and powerfully played, and Gary 
Oldman as Churchill – already a Golden Globe winner – must be fancied to add an Oscar and a 
Bafta. 

Nostalgia for leadership 
‘A figure even remotely like Churchill simply could not exist in the modern world’ But there is 
something more fundamental at work here. The reason this film has moved so many people on 
both sides of the Atlantic has more to do with a nostalgic feeling, a lament for the political 
leadership that is so lacking these days.  

https://inews.co.uk/author/simon-kelner/


No one can watch this recreation of Churchill, flawed and intemperate in so many ways, but 
inspiring, courageous and indefatigable at this time of national need, without making the 
contrast with our times of political vacuity, moral faint-heartedness, and intellectual 
inadequacy. 

It makes us reflect, also, 
that a figure even remotely 
like Churchill simply could 
not exist in the modern 
world, with the all-seeing 
scrutiny of social media, 
and a censorious public 
ready to vilify any 
behaviour outside the 
norm. Churchill – quite 
rightly, you may say – 
would not have survived in 
public office for very long 
once his retort to Bessie 
Braddock, who rebuked 
him for his drinking, 
became public: “My dear, 
you are ugly, but 
tomorrow I shall be sober 
and you will still be ugly”. Can you imagine what the Twitter mob would have made of that? 

Of course, we live in much more enlightened times. But there’s no gainsaying that the flawed 
hero has no place in modern politics. Churchill would not have got past the image doctors. 
Now, our leaders have plenty of imperfections, but none of the heroism. Watching this 
portrayal of Churchill reminds us of the paucity of public debate, of the woeful shortfall in 
modern democracy. No wonder we’re on our feet, cheering him on. 

Spare me the premature obituaries - media 
relations is very much alive and well 
By: Shimon Cohen, Chairman of The PR Office writing for PR Week 
ANOTHER YEAR, another premature obituary for media relations. It's become a rather 
predictable stock-in-trade of the PR commentariat to pronounce with great solemnity that 
media relations is, if not dead, then most certainly on life support. 

I read a different story [to that proposed  in PRWeek by 
Robert Downes] that tells me how the industry is 
moving on and how the core of what we do has 
changed.  

In my experience, the truth is that quality coverage in 
target publications is as important as it ever has been. 
Far from media relations dying, it is in rude health – a 
more skilled, creative and indispensable part of the 
communications toolkit than ever before. 

In some ways, the circumstances for today’s media 
relations practitioners are more propitious than ever.  
We are constantly told that the number of journalists 
and publications is falling. Think about the number of 
times we have been asked to send pictures to a paper 
because their one staff photographer is not available or 
a journalist prefers a written interview than a spoken 
one to save them time. 

http://www.prweek.com/article/1452838/breaking-news-media-relations-dead
http://www.prweek.com/article/1452838/breaking-news-media-relations-dead


As numbers dwindle, the savvy PR practitioner who can pitch a compelling story, provide 
engaging pictures and rustle up a memorable soundbite at a moment’s notice becomes all the 
more indispensable to news outlets faced with the insatiable demands of a deadline-
driven, 24/7 news cycle. 

Social media has not reduced the appetite for quality journalist- and PR-driven content. 
Indeed, in an era of ‘fake news’, quite the reverse is true. It is still the tier-one articles in major 
reputable media outlets that are the most shared, liked and circulated on social media, and 
which help shape the terms of public debate. A powerful article in a mainstream media outlet 
resonates far wider than it used to. 

As long as there is a public demand for quality journalism – as there surely still is – then the 
media remains an important, significant channel for ensuring an organisation’s name and 
messages are seen and heard. 

Most people in our industry now realise that this is not about volume, but quality. One good 
piece of coverage can go far further than it ever has, as can one negative piece. The premium 
on good media relations is very high and the cost of bad media relations is even higher. 

The rhetoric about the death of media relations peddled by some PR practitioners doesn’t 
match the reality. The clear majority, surely, still spend most of their time on media work. You 
only need to look at most of the recent PRWeek UK Awards winners to see that there is 
normally a media relations element and that more often than not, this remains the focal part of 
the campaign. 

We need to innovate in our media relations. Ten years ago, I would never have thought of 
texting a journalist content, now I have colleagues who have continuous dialogues with 
journalists over WhatsApp. 

Nobody is, or should be, saying that media relations is the be-all and end-all of PR. Of course, 
the comms 'toolkit' has expanded in recent years to include social media, stakeholder 
engagement and much more besides. 

There is no contradiction in being aware of, and alert to, these exciting opportunities to reach 
our audiences in a cost-effective way, but putting media relations as a poor cousin of more 
modern parts of our industry would not be an accurate reflection on the reality.  

Shimon Cohen is the Founder and Chairman of The PR Office. He is a media relations and 
reputation management specialist who has advised a wide range of clients ranging from 
Governments and multinational corporations to public and voluntary sector organisations. 
Prior to founding The PR Office in 2004, Shimon served as Chief Executive of Bell Pottinger 
Public Relations and before that he was Executive Director at the office of the then Chief 
Rabbi, Lord Jakobovits. 

Inside Israel's Twitter War Room  
By: Rebecca L Stein, published November 24, 2012  
WITIN HOURS of the onset of Operation Pillar of Defense, Israel’s military campaign in the Gaza 
Strip, global news outlets had already turned their spotlight on social media. A raft of stories 
led with the Israel Defense Forces’ use of the popular networking platforms to advance their 
public relations message, pointing to their use of Twitter to announce the army’s assassination 
of Hamas military commander Ahmad al-Ja‘bari and their slickly produced Facebook posts 
justifying the ongoing aerial bombardment. 

By the end of the second day, the notion of a “Twitter battlefield” had become a journalistic 
truism. Numerous pundits mulled over the meaning of this vanguard shift in military and 
political strategy.  

Was Israel charting new worlds of Warcraft? Would future war plans be moulded in Israel’s 
likeness, employing a toolbox comprised of Twitter, Facebook, YouTube and Flickr? Evident in 
much of the voluminous commentary was a tone of something like wonderment -- as if once 
again, and even under rocket fire, Israeli technology cum modernity had triumphed. 

http://www.prweek.com/article/1447558/prweek-uk-awards-2017-winners-revealed


What was lost in all this coverage was the history of the Israeli army’s social media investment, 
which long precedes 2012. Rather, over the course of the last few years, IDF institutions (along 
with other state organs) have gradually and carefully built up their presence on social media 
platforms and established these platforms as key weapons in the state’s public relations 
arsenal. The chief aim: to make them deployable in times of war. 

 
The Digital Imperative 
The army’s interest in the wartime potential of social media can be traced to the first few days 
of the Israeli incursion into the Gaza Strip in 2008-2009 (code-named Operation Cast Lead). 
Then, the IDF launched its own YouTube channel to showcase footage of the Israeli assault and 
video blogs by army spokespersons -- content designed to fill the void left by Israeli state-
imposed restrictions on journalists’ access to the Gaza war zone. Despite widespread 
international condemnation of Cast Lead, which resulted in the deaths of hundreds of 
Palestinian civilians, the military claimed a decisive public relations victory in the arena of 
social media, trumpeting the popularity of its YouTube initiative (some videos were viewed 
more than 2 million times). In the years that followed, the IDF investment in social media would 
grow exponentially both in budgetary and manpower allocations and in scope, building on this 
ostensible wartime triumph. 

In the IDF’s assessment, Operation Cast Lead had proven the need -- indeed, the imperative -- 
for the military to become a skilled and fluent operator within the digital domain. The office of 
the army spokesperson, where social media work was initially housed, deemed these tools 
particularly essential during episodes of military confrontation. A senior member of the 
military’s new media team outlined the operational blueprint succinctly: We gather Twitter 
followers in times of peace, so that they are ready to disseminate our message when we are at 
war.  

For the IDF’s social media developers, Facebook was the paramount challenge, the site of both 
the biggest risks and the biggest opportunities. The standard Facebook template was initially 
seen as infeasible on several grounds. First was the populist character of the platform: 
“Facebook has a tabloid-y look to it,” an IDF official remarked in March 2011, “and we are, after 
all, a serious organization.”   But perhaps most crucially, Facebook’s signature interactivity, 
with a “wall” open for public commentary, was regarded as a nearly insurmountable obstacle to 
the IDF’s aims, due to the anticipated fusillade of criticism.  



The army learned this lesson during the 2008-2009 Gaza incursion, when its YouTube channel 
was initially left open to commenters, many of whom turned out to be detractors. The comment 
function was disabled one day after launch. 

On August 14, 2011 -- 
following months of 
development work -- the first 
official IDF page was 
launched in English and 
within one day boasted 90,000 
followers (an Arabic-language 
page, with far fewer followers, 
appeared shortly thereafter). 
Engagement with Facebook, 
the IDF developers decided, 
required creative 
manipulation of platform 
protocols so that they might 
serve military priorities.  

The IDF’s retooling of the 
“like” button was a case in 
point: “Click ‘Like’ if you 
support the IDF’s right to 
defend the state of Israel from those who attempt to harm Israelis,” in the words of an early 
post (this clunky formulation has since been abandoned, with the IDF now encouraging 
Facebook users to “share” the army’s content as a way to affirm solidarity with the military’s 
position).  

Military personnel articulated the retooling challenge this way: “This is a problem that I face 
every day. And I have to be creative. I cannot say: ‘Like’ Israel under attack. So, it’s really 
complicated, but what I try to do is to create a new language, to interpret the language of the 
army on Facebook.” That fall, army officials lauded plans to administer the Facebook wall 
around the clock, noting the need for “specific night shifts” on this platform alone -- a change 
enabled by newly appointed staff. 

The state’s approach to the Facebook wall would change considerably over time. At first, 
members of the IDF social media team were anxious to remove what they deemed “derogatory” 
posts -- namely, comments critical of Israeli policy in the Occupied Territories. In subsequent 
months, the IDF would spell out a looser policy of permitting criticism to remain online and 
visible to users. In the language of the IDF, this shift in policy was articulated through the 
metaphor of graffiti, by which the Facebook wall was conceived as a physical edifice, available 
for public defacement:  

We’re not responsible [for the Facebook wall], and I think that people understand that.… Like, if 
somebody sprays graffiti on the front door of the IDF headquarters in Tel Aviv, with graffiti that 
says “Zionist pigs,” nobody would assume that we painted that, but we’re sure not gonna leave 
it. I think it’s the same general principle. People understand, but if you leave it, it’s kind of tacit 
approval. As a policy it’s good to get rid of it, but it’s still not immediately important that you 
do. No one is assuming that it reflects your policies.  

Twitter has presented its own problems and possibilities. As of the fall of 2011, the IDF had 
assigned four officials to tweet in the army’s name (and the number has surely grown since). At 
this juncture, increasingly aware of the time-sensitive nature of social media content, the new 
media team was beginning to prepare Twitter messaging ahead of time -- drafting boilerplate 
that might become army communiqués during military actions in the Occupied Territories.  

To this end, the team assembled statistics highlighting the IDF’s humanitarian interventions in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip -- this narrative being a central pillar of Israel’s public relations 
efforts where the military occupation is concerned. They argued that such preparations would 
enable the military’s social media team to deliver real-time responses to detractors in times of 
crisis, thus effectively deflating political critique.  



The pace of the initial Facebook output during Pillar of Defense, coupled with aesthetics 
borrowed from the Hollywood playbook, suggests that advance content preparation has also 
been pursued by the IDF’s Facebook team (an effort which, given the volume of media coverage 
it received, was surely counted as a success by military personnel). 

Order vs. Informality 
Perhaps the army’s chief social media challenge has been its negotiation of the informal tenor 
of communication on these popular platforms. And the challenge has been considerable, 
requiring the highly regimented world of the military to engage laterally with civilian social 
media users who often post and tweet in a casual, even intimate idiom. A senior representative 
of the IDF spokesperson’s office described this problem to me as follows: 

They [social media] are contradictory to the military institution. Any army is a closed 
organization, and usually it keeps its secrets and operational details inside. And new media 
works on the opposite [sic]; also, the language is different. The military language is very strict. 
There’s a lot of abbreviations; it has very specific intonations. And the new media is exactly the 
opposite -- a lot of emotions, a lot of questions…informality. So, it’s a bit difficult to teach the 
military how new media is really an asset, but we’ve been doing it for the past two years.  

This army officer touted the potential of new media as a means of spreading information, 
mainly its ability to reach audiences that traditional media could not. But she conceded that it 
has been hard persuading the upper echelons to embrace the shift, given its radical departure 
from conventional military protocols and modes of IDF self-presentation. Over the course of the 
last two years, the army has endeavoured to redress internal reluctance through education, 
chiefly training courses for officers.   But considerable scepticism and ignorance has remained, 
particularly among the top brass. 

At times, the ignorance 
has led to embarrassing 
missteps. In the spring of 
2011, senior IDF 
spokesman Avi 
Benayahu, left, spoke of 
the military’s intention to 
enlist “little hackers who 
were born and raised 
online,” young people 
whom the IDF would 
“screen with special care 
and train...to serve the 
state.” His comments 
were picked up by the 
Israeli online media and 
were broadcast on the 
military’s dedicated 
YouTube channel. An IDF 

spokesman later clarified the nature of the misstatement to me by e-mail, explaining that 
Benayahu had intended to refer to “an army of bloggers,” rather than “hackers” -- the latter 
term disturbing many IDF officials with its unflattering invocation of covert online malfeasance, 
a notion out of keeping with the self-portrait that the military’s social media team sought to 
paint. When I looked for Benayahu’s remarks on YouTube at a later date, they were gone -- 
scrubbed, presumably, in the interest of the IDF’s image of professionalism. 

The Digital Vernacular 
It is clear, in fact, from interviews with IDF officials that the social media project is nascent and 
sometimes improvisational. Interestingly, the start-up nature of the army’s efforts runs counter 
to the advanced state of the Israeli high-tech sector, with its highly publicized, military-fed 
innovation, and also to the high levels of social media literacy in the Israeli population at large. 
In part, officials emphasize, there is simply a “disconnect” between the conventions of social 
media and the traditional practices of the state. As they are the first to admit, social media 



platforms, with their relaxed, person-to-person modes of communication, are grossly at odds 
with the highly regulated ways in which armies operate. 

Even as the IDF labours to speak in a language that will be intelligible to the general public, 
largely abandoning traditional forms of military jargon, its Facebook and Twitter practices 
remain committed to the foremost military mission -- that of asserting control over social 
media’s highly interactive field. The challenge is made greater by inadequate staffing, the 
officials say. Errors frequently ensue, and sometimes -- as with Benayahu’s confusion of 
bloggers with hackers -- the results are comic. 

What is at work in all these instances is what might be termed “digital venularisation” -- a 
strategic state endeavour to open new channels of public relations in the informal tone that 
social media demands. At times, the adoption of the digital vernacular has yielded manifestly 
positive results, or so the state has claimed, pointing to the massive viewership of the IDF’s 
YouTube clips during the 2008-2009 Gaza war. Yet, arguably, this project also carries a set of 
risks for the army’s message, particularly given that the digital field is heavily populated by 
anti-occupation activists who are much more digitally proficient than the IDF, save its younger 
recruits. Thus, while the army can generate social media content in prodigious amounts, the 
outcome of this work is far from certain. 

The Facebook Everyman 
The IDF embrace of social networking has 
called into question the so-called digital 
democracy narrative that was marshalled 
so enthusiastically in early 2011 to explain 
the success of popular uprisings in 
Tunisia and Egypt.  

That storyline not only attributed the 
toppling of tyrants to social media -- a 
conclusion now justly deemed naïve -- but 
often went further to propose that these 
technologies were naturally suited to 
liberatory politics from below, particularly 
when led by youth.  

This variant of the digital democracy 
theorem depended on a companion 
narrative that posed Middle Eastern states 
as strictly repressive actors in the digital 
domain, namely, as institutions committed 
to monitoring, infiltrating and/or 
suppressing social media in order to 

maintain authoritarian control. The chief example, cited frequently by the media, was the 
Mubarak regime’s shutdown of the Internet amidst turmoil in the streets and the popular 
occupation of Tahrir Square in downtown Cairo. 

The case of the Israeli army muddies this narrative at both ends -- troubling its presumptions 
both about the organic grassroots and about the autocratic state where social media are 
concerned. Rather, the IDF case points to the highly variable political functions that social 
media can serve, bolstering the corrective to digital utopianism most famously associated with 
Evgeny Morozov’s The Net Delusion. 

 Certainly, the Israeli state continues to employ social media as a means of classic 
counterinsurgency, engaging in digital surveillance and the like. But, as Operation Pillar of 
Defense has made clear, the Israeli army is also striving to position itself as a lateral social 
media user in its own right -- a Facebook everyman of sorts. As such, the army employs the 
quotidian language and norms of networking platforms, always striving to fine-tune its sense of 
the social media vernacular, while adapting these tools in pursuit of wartime public relations 
objectives.  



This model of digital militarism invites a wholesale rethinking of lingering faith in the 
progressive political promise of social media. 

As the Israeli barrage escalated and ground troops mobilized, as fatalities mounted (Palestinian 
deaths far outstripping Israeli ones), and as images of the Gaza devastation circulated, media 
outlets by and large left the social media angle behind. It took the satirists at The Onion, 
however, to point out the multiple ironies of the first two days’ viral social media story: 
“Palestinian Family Trapped Under Rubble Thrilled to Hear ‘Gaza’ Trending on Twitter.” As The 
Onion headline pithily put it, the initial focus on social media functioned largely to obfuscate 
the backdrop to the violence on the ground.  

Even now, with the social media lustre fading and a ceasefire in place, the obfuscation is still 
present, albeit in different forms. Chief among them is that most familiar of storylines: the near 
exclusive framing of Operation Pillar of Defense as a war between two parties on an equal 
footing, the language of “conflict” replacing that of “military occupation.” One thing is clear: As 
far as the Israeli army is concerned, the social media battlefield is here to stay. 

 

 
When a Gazan girl and Israeli officials battle 
head-to-head for social media 
Journalist David Patrikarakos's new book, 'War in 140 Characters,' claims that 
in the war over online dominance, Israel must think like David, not Goliath 

By Tracy Frydberg, Times of Israel, January 6, 2018 
LATE IN THE AFTERNOON Daniel Rubenstein was scrolling through Twitter at IDF 
headquarters in sunny Tel Aviv when he saw a tweet from NBC News reporter Ayman 
Mohyeldin: “Israeli airstrike has hit the outpatient clinic at Shifa Hospital. Local Palestinian 
media is reporting several children among dead #Gaza.”   Minutes later Mohyeldin tweeted 
again, this time accusing Israel of striking Al Shati refugee camp.  

Rubenstein, an Israeli immigrant originally from Sugar Land, Texas, was an IDF reservist 
during the 50-day war known as Operation Protective Edge, leading the Spokesperson Unit’s 

English social media team. He 
switched into crisis mode, 
moving quickly to get the facts 
before responding. 

A soldier looks at the IDF's 
Facebook page at the army 
spokesperson's office in 
Jerusalem in November 2012. 
(photo credit: AP/Sebastian 
Scheiner) 

 An hour after Mohyeldin’s first 
tweet, Rubinstein sent 
information via text message 
to reporters after receiving 
confirmation that the airstrikes 
were actually coming from 
Hamas, the terror group that 

rules the Gaza Strip. 

Mohyeldin subsequently tweeted, “IDF: Palestinians killed in Gaza at Shati refugee and strike 
at Shifa hospital were result of Hamas rockets that landed in Gaza.” 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/writers/tracy-frydberg/


Rubenstein, then 30 years old, could breathe again, having prevailed in yet another quick 
round of fire in the social media war raging alongside the ground conflict.  This anecdote 
among with many others is told in the new book, “War in 140 Characters: How Social Media is 
Reshaping Conflict in the Twenty-First Century” by journalist David Patrikarakos.  

The book is a fast-paced read exploring the power of the individual in shaping the narrative of 
war online. Patrikarakos spoke with The Times of Israel about his new book and what the 
increasingly challenging media war will mean for Israel in future conflicts.  “What we’re seeing 
now is that war is the practice of politics itself,” Patrikarakos says.   

“[Hamas is] not trying to achieve a military victory.  It can’t have one. What it wants to do is try 
to goad the Israelis into action and display its suffering to the world, get more sympathy, get 
more condemnation of Israel, and that is a political goal, and that is where countries like Israel 
are at a disadvantage.”  This, he said, is what will make it harder for Israel to fight the next war. 

“Israel is quadruple damned. It’s doubly damned in the sense that if it suffers casualties, it 
loses, and if it inflicts casualties, it loses. It’s also doubly damned in that it’s seen as the bully 
and the Palestinians as the underdog but actually online the reverse is true. Online, Israel is 
the underdog; it is massively outnumbered. The amount of pro-Palestinian accounts far 
outweighs the Israeli ones.”  

This disadvantage, Patrkarakos said, has significant implications. In the book, Patrikarakos 
introduces the reader to 16-year-old Gazan girl Farah Baker who live-tweets from her home 
during the 2014 Gaza conflict. She comes to represent the Palestinian side of the narrative., 
What is so phenomenal about Baker, as Patrikarakos points out in the interview, is that 
traditionally as a young female in a patriarchal society she would be the most powerless 
person in a war, yet she became a highly influential player thanks to social media. 

 
Her tweets during the war are personal; they emphasize the suffering of children and her 
constant fear of death. “I AM CRYING AND CAN’T STAND BOMBS SOUND! I’M ABOUT TO 
LOSE SENSE OF HEARING #Gaza #AJAGAZA #GazaUnderAttack #ICC4Israel” is a typical 
tweet. 

Farah’s tweets started gaining exposure from traditional news outlets. Patrikarakos points out 
that with her fair skin, blue eyes and vulnerability on display, “in a sea of the faceless, Farah 
was Taylor Swift.”  It was Western media that transformed her from young terrified girl into 
phone-wielding soldier, essentially becoming her spear-holder, he said.   And more than that, 
reporters let Baker tell her story directly, listing her tweets as the body of the article itself and 
allowing readers to directly link back to her accounts. 

https://www.amazon.com/War-140-Characters-Reshaping-Twenty-First/dp/046509614X
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“Now, [Baker] is not Hamas, but she became a foot soldier for the Palestinian cause and it’s a 
form of mass enlistment where there are almost no boundaries to entry,” Patrikarakos says. 

In contrast to Farah is the IDF’s Spokesperson’s Unit. We first meet Aliza Landes who, like 
Rubenstein, is North America-born and educated. At 25, with a wider outlook than the post-
high school soldiers around her,  

Landes is exceptionally placed to play a role in creating the IDF’s social media infrastructure 
during Operation Cast Lead starting in the winter of 2008. Bureaucracy runs faster during a 
war, and Landes uses this to her advantage, pushing permission through to start the IDF’s 
various social media platforms.   “It is both odd and instructive,” Patrikarakos writes, “that it 
took a soldier instead of a diplomat to greatly expand Israel’s public diplomacy and 
propaganda machine.” 

By 2014, the IDF had a finely tuned social media presence; they knew that competing in the 
emotional debate was a nonstarter, so strategy focused on contextualization, showing 
Hamas’s use of tunnels as tools for terror and of civilians as human shields. 

Patrikarakos writes, “In a major way, Operation Protective Edge inverted war’s traditional 
paradigm: it was an information war played out on the battlefield, in which the former was, at 
times, more important than the latter. It was gladiatorial combat, war as political theatre: a truly 
postmodern conflict.” 

 As Patrikarakos discovers 
in interviews with officers 
from the IDF’s 
Spokesperson’s Unit, this 
struggle pushes Israel into 
a Sisyphean exercise. The 
country knows it’s doomed 
to lose the mass media war 
from the start, particularly 
as news media and 
international organizations 
are shown to display 
inherent pro-Palestinian 
leaning. But it has no 
choice but to play the 
game. 

Ayman Mohyeldin 

Still, Israel very much uses 
social media to its 

advantage, but media wins for the IDF are few and far between — like having an NBC journalist 
correct a false story or getting coverage of how Israelis in Sderot live under the constant 
threat of Hamas rocket fire, according to the Spokesperson’s Unit. 

According to the author, the 2014 war was an example of how in 21st century conflict one side 
can conclusively win on the battlefield but lose the wider war.  He quotes British journalist Jon 
Snow: “The Israelis lost the war, unquestionably. I genuinely don’t believe they can do 
anything like this ever again because of the global response to what they did, which I think 
was very much informed by the use of social media.”   

Israeli generals are somewhere rolling their eyes.  As Peter Lerner, former head of the IDF 
Spokesperson’s Unit during Protective Edge, told Patrikarakos after reading the book: The IDF 
did not lose the war, in the sense that first and foremost Israel is accountable to its own 
people — and the Israeli public supported the army through the war.  

Yet, for a small country which requires outside diplomatic and financial support, global 
opinion holds value.  As Patrikarakos’s timely work shows, determining who won and who lost 
depends on where you stand. But what that means for future conflicts is still yet to be seen. 
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ISIL media operation has stopped promoting 
its caliphate: report 
Propaganda material released by ISIL is down sharply amid 
continuing losses on the battlefield 

By: Paul Peache, Abu Dhabi UAE  January 24, 2018 
ISIL HAS VIRTUALLY GIVEN UP on promoting the its self-styled caliphate through social 
media as it focuses on efforts to recruit fighters following major losses on the battlefield, 
according to a new report.  The output of the group’s propaganda machine was cut by nearly 
two-thirds during 2017 as its leaders were killed and it suffered major territorial losses in Iraq 
and Syria, according to analysts IHS Markit. 

 
The most marked drop was in photographs of its military operations and particularly of its 
efforts at state-building that had been designed to attract civilian families to move to the 
region.  Its once-slick media operation that saw crews joining fighters on the frontline to make 
professionally-produced video packages has also been replaced by shaky footage filmed by 
the fighters themselves, according to the analysis. 

The media efforts – largely through the encrypted messaging system Telegram – reflect a shift 
to what is considered a simpler and more effective propaganda effort focused on claiming 
responsibility for attacks. They have the advantage of being reported in the international 
media, said Columb Strack, IHS principal analyst for the Middle East. 

“There’s not much of the caliphate left to write about. “They are shifting in terms of the people 
they are trying to reach,” he said.  Attracting civilians to the area “is no longer a priority and 
they are trying to attract fighters and defectors from other groups”. 

Propaganda images featuring daily life in the so-called caliphate along with ISIL food 
distribution and infrastructure building efforts fell from 93 of 922 pictures in January 2017 to 
just three of 249 in December. 

“The ISIL narrative no longer features state building and now focuses almost exclusively on 
the concept of perpetual war against its enemies,” the report said.   
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The vast majority of pictures now released by ISIL show the group in action, receiving training, 
planning operations and punishing those it accuses of cooperating with its enemies, said the 
group. 

The territory it holds has been cut by 90 per cent in the 12 months to 2018, according to the 
IHS report. The United States said last month that ISIL was returning to its roots as an 
insurgent force with fewer than 3,000 active fighters remaining in Iraq and Syria. 

Despite no longer posing a “military threat”, Washington said on Wednesday that it was 
concerned that Turkey’s military offensive in the Syrian-Kurdish enclave could distract from 
the fight against ISIL and could be exploited by extremists to create safe havens. 

Despite the collapse of the caliphate, the media operations continue to be coordinated out of 
Syria and Iraq, according to the IHS Report. ISIL’s media operations were centred in the north 
Syrian city of Raqqa, its onetime capital, and the city’s fall in October badly disrupted the 
group’s efforts at self-promotion, officials said. The military campaign against ISIL has run 
alongside counter-propaganda efforts by the authorities in Saudi Arabia and the UAE. 

The study was based on material spread by two Telegram channels, the Amaq News Agency, 
which publishes claims of responsibility for attacks carried out by ISIL, and Nashir, which 
aggregates propaganda produced by ISIL groups. 

The HIS findings echo previous studies that have shown a sharp decline in the group’s global 
influence. A study by the US military’s West Point academy showed that its propaganda output 
had fallen from a high of 761 releases in August to 194 a year later. 

 

WARNING:  The following story contains 
graphic images of war casualties.   

The War Photo No One Would Publish 
When Kenneth Jarecke, right, photographed an Iraqi man burned alive, he thought it would 
change the way Americans saw the Gulf War. But the media wouldn’t run the picture. Jarecke 
has been a photojournalist since his days as 
a White House photographer in the Ronald 
Reagan years. He covered the 
demonstrations in Tiananmen Square, the 
first Gulf War and nine Olympics Games 
since 1988.  

In the hours leading up to the ceasefire that 
would end the first Gulf War, Jarecke was 
traveling along the Iraqi - Kuwait highway 
when he came upon a truck destroyed by 
American bombardment.  

The picture Jarecke took features the charred 
remains of an Iraqi Soldier with his last 
expression of pain imprinted on his face, his 
arms slumped over the window of the truck, 
attempting to lift himself out; almost staring 
at the camera.  Jarecke was travelling with a 
military public affairs officer who allowed him 
to take the picture. 
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THE IRAQI SOLDIER DIED attempting to pull himself up over the dashboard of his truck. The 
flames engulfed his vehicle and incinerated his body, turning him to dusty ash and blackened 
bone. In a photograph taken soon afterward, the soldier’s hand reaches out of the shattered 
windshield, which frames his face and chest. The colours and textures of his hand and 
shoulders look like those of the scorched and rusted metal around him. Fire has destroyed 
most of his features, leaving behind a skeletal face, fixed in a final rictus. He stares without 
eyes. 

 
“He was fighting to save his life to the very end, till he was completely burned up,” Jarecke 
says of the man he photographed. “He was trying to get out of that truck.” 

On February 28, 1991, Kenneth Jarecke stood in front of the charred man, parked amid the 
carbonized bodies of his fellow soldiers, and photographed him. At one point, before he died 
this dramatic mid-retreat death, the soldier had had a name. He’d fought in Saddam Hussein’s 
army and had a rank and an assignment and a unit. He might have been devoted to the dictator 
who sent him to occupy Kuwait and fight the Americans. Or he might have been an unlucky 
young man with no prospects, recruited off the streets of Baghdad. 

Jarecke took the picture just before a ceasefire officially ended Operation Desert Storm—the 
U.S.-led military action that drove Saddam Hussein and his troops out of Kuwait, which they 
had annexed and occupied the previous August. The image and its anonymous subject might 
have come to symbolize the Gulf War. Instead, it went unpublished in the United States, not 
because of military obstruction but because of editorial choices. 

It’s hard to calculate the consequences of a photograph’s absence. But sanitized images of 
warfare, The Atlantic’s Conor Friedersdorf argues, make it “easier … to accept bloodless 
language” such as 1991 references to “surgical strikes” or modern-day terminology like 
“kinetic warfare.” The Vietnam War, in contrast, was notable for its catalogue of chilling and 
iconic war photography. Some images, like Ron Haeberle’s pictures of the My Lai massacre, 
were initially kept from the public, but other violent images—Nick Ut’s scene of child napalm 
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victims and Eddie Adams’s photo of a Vietcong man’s execution—won Pulitzer Prizes and had 
a tremendous impact on the outcome of the war. 

Not every gruesome photo reveals an important truth about conflict and combat. Last month, 
The New York Times decided—for valid ethical reasons—to remove images of dead 
passengers from an online story about Flight MH-17 in Ukraine and replace them with photos 
of mechanical wreckage. Sometimes though, omitting an image means shielding the public 
from the messy, imprecise consequences of a war—making the coverage incomplete, and 
even deceptive. 

========================================

This story by Torie Rose Deghett was published by The Atlantic, an 
American magazine and multi-platform publisher, founded in 1857 as The 
Atlantic Monthly in Boston, Massachusetts.   Created as a literary and 
cultural commentary magazine, it has a reputation in the 21st century for 
a politically moderate viewpoint in its reporting.[4] The magazine has 
notably recognized and published new writers and poets, as well as 
encouraged major careers. In the 19th century, it published leading 
writers' commentary on abolition, education, and other major issues in 
contemporary political affairs, and continued to publish leading 
intellectual thought. The periodical was named Magazine of the Year by 
the American Society of Magazine Editors (ASME) in 2016.                                                                                 

      ======================================= 

In the case of the charred Iraqi soldier, the hypnotizing and awful photograph ran against the 
popular myth of the Gulf War as a “video-game war”—a conflict made humane through 
precision bombing and night-vision equipment. By deciding not to publish it, Time magazine 
and the Associated Press denied the public the opportunity to confront this unknown enemy 
and consider his excruciating final moments. 

The image was not entirely lost. The Observer in the United Kingdom and Libération in France 
both published it after the American media refused. Many months later, the photo also 
appeared in American Photo, where it stoked some controversy, but came too late to have a 
significant impact. All of this surprised the photographer, who had assumed the media would 
be only too happy to challenge the popular narrative of a clean, uncomplicated war. “When 
you have an image that disproves that myth,” he says today, “then you think it’s going to be 
widely published.”  

 “Let me say up front that I don’t like the press,” one Air Force officer declared, starting a 
January 1991 press briefing on a blunt note. The military’s bitterness toward the media was in 
no small part a legacy of the Vietnam coverage decades before. By the time the Gulf War 
started, the Pentagon had developed access policies that drew on press restrictions used in 
the U.S. wars in Grenada and Panama in the 1980s. Under this so-called “pool” system, the 
military grouped print, TV, and radio reporters together with cameramen and photojournalists 
and sent these small teams on orchestrated press junkets, supervised by Public Affairs 
Officers (PAOs) who kept a close watch on their charges. 

By the time Operation Desert Storm began in mid-January 1991, Kenneth Jarecke had decided 
he no longer wanted to be a combat photographer—a profession, he says, that “dominates 
your life.” But after Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, Jarecke developed a 
low opinion of the photojournalism coming out of Desert Shield, the pre-war operation to build 
up troops and equipment in the Gulf. “It was one picture after another of a sunset with camels 
and a tank,” he says. War was approaching and Jarecke says he saw a clear need for a 
different kind of coverage. He felt he could fill that void. 

After the U.N.’s January 15, 1991 deadline for Iraq’s withdrawal from Kuwait came and went, 
Jarecke, now certain he should go, convinced Time magazine to send him to Saudi Arabia. He 
packed up his cameras and shipped out from Andrews Air Force Base on January 17—the first 
day of the aerial bombing campaign against Iraq. 

Out in the field with the troops, Jarecke recalls, “anybody could challenge you,” however 
absurdly and without reason. He remembers straying 30 feet away from his PAO and having a 
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soldier bark at him, “What are you doing?” Jarecke retorted, “What do you mean what am I 
doing?” 

Recounting the scene two decades later, Jarecke still sounds exasperated. “Some first 
lieutenant telling me, you know, where I’m gonna stand. In the middle of the desert.  It was one 
picture after another of a sunset with camels and a tank.” 

As the war picked up in early February, PAOs accompanied Jarecke and several other 
journalists as they attached to the Army XVIII Airborne Corps and spent two weeks at the 
Saudi-Iraqi border doing next to nothing. That didn’t mean nothing was happening—just that 
they lacked access to the action. 

 Photo Copyright: Lee Corkran 

During the same period, military photojournalist Lee Corkran was embedding with the U.S. Air 
Force’s 614th Tactical Fighter Squadron in Doha, Qatar, and capturing their aerial bombing 
campaigns. He was there to take pictures for the Pentagon to use as it saw fit—not primarily 
for media use. In his images, pilots look over their shoulders to check on other planes. Bombs 
hang off the jets’ wings, their sharp-edged darkness contrasting with the soft colours of the 
clouds and desert below. 

 In the distance, the curvature of the earth is visible. On missions, Corkran’s plane would often 
flip upside down at high speed as the pilots dodged missiles, leaving silvery streaks in the 
sky. Gravitational forces multiplied the weight of his cameras—so much so that if he had ever 
needed to eject from the plane, his equipment could have snapped his neck. This was the air 
war that comprised most of the combat mission in the Gulf that winter. 

The scenes Corkran witnessed weren’t just off-limits to Jarecke; they were also invisible to 
viewers in the United States, despite the rise of 24-hour reporting during the conflict. Gulf War 
television coverage, as Ken Burns wrote at the time, felt cinematic and often sensational, with 
“distracting theatrics” and “pounding new theme music,” as if “the war itself might be a 
wholly owned subsidiary of television.” 

Some of the most widely seen images of the air war were shot not by photographers, but 
rather by unmanned cameras attached to planes and laser-guided bombs. Grainy shots and 
video footage of the roofs of targeted buildings, moments before impact, became a visual 
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signature of a war that was deeply associated with phrases like “smart bombs” and “surgical 
strike.” The images were taken at an altitude that erased the human presence on the ground. 
They were black-and-white shots, some with bluish or greenish casts. One from February 
1991, published in the photo book In The Eye of Desert Storm by the now-defunct Sygma 
photo agency, showed a bridge that was being used as an Iraqi supply route. In another, black 
plumes of smoke from French bombs blanketed an Iraqi Republican Guard base like ink blots. 
None of them looked especially violent. 

The hardware-focused coverage of the war removed the empathy that Jarecke says is crucial 
in photography, particularly photography that’s meant to document death and violence. “A 
photographer without empathy,” he remarks, “is just taking up space that could be better 
used.” 

In late February, during the war’s final hours, Jarecke and the rest of his press pool drove 
across the desert, each of them taking turns behind the wheel. They had been awake for 
several days straight. “We had no idea where we were. We were in a convoy,” Jarecke recalls. 
He dozed off. 

When he woke up, they had parked and the sun was about to rise. It was almost 6 o’clock in 
the morning. The group received word that a ceasefire was a few hours away, and Jarecke 
remembers another member of his pool cajoling the press officer into abandoning the convoy 
and heading toward Kuwait City.        

The group figured they were in southern Iraq, somewhere in the desert about 70 miles away 
from Kuwait City. They began driving toward Kuwait, hitting Highway 8 and stopping to take 
pictures and record video footage. They came upon a jarring scene: burned-out Iraqi military 
convoys and incinerated corpses. Jarecke sat in the truck, alone with Patrick Hermanson, a 
public affairs officer. He moved to get out of the vehicle with his cameras. 

Hermanson found the idea of photographing the scene distasteful. When I asked him about the 
conversation, he recalled asking Jarecke, “What do you need to take a picture of that for?” 
Implicit in his question was a judgment: There was something dishonourable about 
photographing the dead. 

“I’m not interested in it either,” Jarecke recalls replying. He told the officer that he didn’t want 
his mother to see his name next to photographs of corpses. “But if I don’t take pictures like 
these, people like my mom will think war is what they see in movies.” As Hermanson 
remembers, Jarecke added, “It’s what I came here to do. It’s what I have to do.” 
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“He let me go,” Jarecke recounts. “He didn’t try to stop me. He could have stopped me 
because it was technically not allowed under the rules of the pool. But he didn’t stop me and I 
walked over there.  If I had thought about how horrific the guy looked, I wouldn’t have been 
able to make the picture.” 

More than two decades later, Hermanson notes that Jarecke’s resulting picture was “pretty 
special.” He doesn’t need to see the photograph to resurrect the scene in his mind. “It’s 
seared into my memory,” he says, “as if it happened yesterday.” 

The incinerated man stared back at Jarecke through the camera’s viewfinder, his blackened 
arm reaching over the edge of the truck’s windshield. Jarecke recalls that he could “see 
clearly how precious life was to this guy, because he was fighting for it. He was fighting to 
save his life to the very end, till he was completely burned up. He was trying to get out of that 
truck.” 

 

He wrote later that year in American Photo magazine that he “wasn’t thinking at all about what 
was there; if I had thought about how horrific the guy looked I wouldn’t have been able to 
make the picture.” Instead, he maintained his emotional remove by attending to the more 
prosaic and technical elements of photography. He kept himself steady; he concentrated on 
the focus. The sun shone in through the rear of the destroyed truck and backlit his subject. 
Another burned body lay directly in front of the vehicle, blocking a close-up shot, so Jarecke 
used the full 200mm zoom lens on his Canon EOS-1. 

In his other shots of the same scene, it is apparent that the soldier could never have survived, 
even if he had pulled himself up out of the driver’s seat and through the window. The desert 
sand around the truck is scorched. Bodies are piled behind the vehicle, indistinguishable from 
one another. A lone, burned man lies face down in front of the truck, everything incinerated 
except the soles of his bare feet. In another photograph, a man lies spread-eagle on the sand, 
his body burned to the point of disintegration, but his face mostly intact and oddly serene. A 
dress shoe lies next to his body. 

The group continued on across the desert, passing through more stretches of highway littered 
with the same fire-ravaged bodies and vehicles. Jarecke and his pool were possibly the first 
members of the Western media to come across these scenes, which appeared along what 
eventually became known as the Highway of Death, sometimes referred to as the Road to Hell. 

The retreating Iraqi soldiers had been trapped. They were frozen in a traffic jam, blocked off by 
the Americans, by Mutla Ridge, by a minefield. Some fled on foot; the rest were strafed by 
American planes that swooped overhead, passing again and again to destroy all the vehicles. 
Milk vans, fire trucks, limousines, and one bulldozer appeared in the wreckage alongside 
armoured cars and trucks, and T-55 and T-72 tanks. 
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 Most vehicles held fully loaded, but rusting, Kalashnikov variants. According to descriptions 
from reporters like The New York Times’ R.W. Apple and the Observer’s Colin Smith, amid the 
plastic mines, grenades, ammunition, and gas masks, a quadruple-barrelled anti-aircraft gun 
stood crewless and still pointing skyward. Personal items, like a photograph of a child’s 
birthday party and broken crayons, littered the ground beside weapons and body parts. The 
body count never seems to have been determined, although the BBC puts it in the 
“thousands.” 

“In one truck,” wrote Colin Smith in a March 3 dispatch for the Observer, “the radio had been 
knocked out of the 
dashboard but was still 
wired up and faintly 
picking up some plaintive 
Arabic air which sounded 
so utterly forlorn I thought 
at first it must be a cry for 
help.” 

Following the February 28 
ceasefire that ended 
Desert Storm, Jarecke’s 
film roll with the image of 
the incinerated soldier 
reached the Joint 
Information Bureau in 
Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, 
where the military 
coordinated and corralled 
the press, and where pool 
editors received and filed 
stories and photographs. 
At that point, with the 
operation over, the 
photograph would not 
have needed to pass 
through a security 
screening, says Maryanne 
Golon, who was the on-site 
photo editor for Time in Saudi Arabia and is now director of photography for The Washington 
Post. Despite the obviously shocking content, she tells me she reacted like an editor in work 
mode. She selected it, without debate or controversy among the pool editors, to be scanned 
and transmitted. The image made its way back to the editors’ offices in New York City. 

Jarecke also made his way from Saudi Arabia to New York. Passing through Heathrow Airport 
on a layover, he bought a copy of the March 3 edition of the Observer. He opened it to find his 
photograph on page 9, printed at the top across eight columns under the heading, “The real 
face of war.” 

That weekend in March, when the Observer’s editors made the final decision to print the 
image, every magazine in North America made the opposite choice. Jarecke’s photograph did 
not even appear on the desks of most U.S. newspaper editors (the exception being The New 
York Times, which had a photo wire service subscription but nonetheless declined to publish 
the image). The photograph was entirely absent from American media until far past the time 
when it was relevant to ground reporting from Iraq and Kuwait. Golon says she wasn’t 
surprised by this, even though she’d chosen to transmit it to the American press. “I didn’t 
think there was any chance they’d publish it,” she says. 

Apart from the Observer, the only major news outlet to run the Iraqi soldier’s photograph at 
the time was the Parisian news daily Libération, which ran it on March 4. Both newspapers 
refrained from putting the image on the front page, though they ran it prominently inside. But 
Aidan Sullivan, the pictures editor for the British Sunday Times, told the British Journal of 
Photography on March 14 that he had opted instead for a wide shot of the carnage: a desert 

http://www.nytimes.com/1991/03/02/world/after-the-war-the-battleground-death-stalks-desert-despite-cease-fire.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/2754103.stm


highway littered with rubble. He challenged the Observer: “We would have thought our readers 
could work out that a lot of people had died in those vehicles. Do you have to show it to them?   
I didn’t think there was any chance they’d publish it,” says the editor who sent Jarecke’s photo 
to New York. 

“There were 1,400 [Iraqi soldiers] in that convoy, and every picture transmitted until that one 
came, two days after the event, was of debris, bits of equipment,” Tony McGrath, the 
Observer’s pictures editor, was quoted as saying in the same article. “No human involvement 
in it at all; it could have been a scrapyard. That was some dreadful censorship.” 

The media took it 
upon themselves to 
“do what the military 
censorship did not 
do,” says Robert 
Pledge, the head of 
the Contact Press 
Images 
photojournalism 
agency that has 
represented Jarecke 
since the 1980s. The 
night they received 
the image, Pledge 
tells me, editors at 
the Associated Press’ 
New York City offices 
pulled the photo 
entirely from the wire 
service, keeping it off the desks of virtually all of America’s newspaper editors. It is unknown 
precisely how, why, or by whom the AP’s decision was handed down. 

Vincent Alabiso, who at the time was the executive photo editor for the AP, later distanced 
himself from the wire service’s decision. In 2003, he admitted to American Journalism Review 
that the photograph ought to have gone out on the wire and argued that such a photo would 
today. 

Yet the AP’s reaction was repeated at Time and Life. Both magazines briefly considered the 
photo, unofficially referred to as “Crispy,” for publication. The photo departments even drew 
up layout plans. Time, which had sent Jarecke to the Gulf in the first place, planned for the 
image to accompany a story about the Highway of Death. 

“We fought like crazy to get our editors to let us publish that picture,” former photo director 
Michele Stephenson tells me. As she recalls, Henry Muller, the managing editor, told her, 
“Time is a family magazine.” And the image was, when it came down to it, just too disturbing 
for the outlet to publish. It was, to her recollection, the only instance during the Gulf War 
where the photo department fought but failed to get an image into print. 

James Gaines, the managing editor of Life, took responsibility for the ultimate decision not to 
run Jarecke’s image in his own magazine’s pages, despite photo director Peter Howe’s push 
to give it a double-page spread. “We thought that this was the stuff of nightmares,” Gaines 
told Ian Buchanan of the British Journal of Photography in March 1991. “We have a fairly 
substantial number of children who read Life magazine,” he added. Even so, the photograph 
was published later that month in one of Life’s special issues devoted to the Gulf War—not 
typical reading material for the elementary-school set. 

Stella Kramer, who worked as a freelance photo editor for Life on four special-edition issues 
on the Gulf War, tells me that the decision to not publish Jarecke’s photo was less about 
protecting readers than preserving the dominant narrative of the good, clean war. Flipping 
through 23-year-old issues, Kramer expresses clear distaste at the editorial quality of what she 
helped to create. The magazines “were very sanitized,” she says. “So, that’s why these issues 
are all basically just propaganda.” She points out the picture on the cover of the February 25 

http://ajrarchive.org/article.asp?id=3759
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issue: a young blond boy dwarfed by the American flag he’s holding. “As far as Americans 
were concerned,” she remarks, “nobody ever died.”  The Associated Press pulled the photo 
entirely, keeping it off the desks of virtually all-American newspaper editors.   

“If pictures tell stories,” Lee Corkran tells me, “the story should have a point. So, if the point is 
the utter annihilation of people who were in retreat and all the charred bodies ... if that’s your 
point, then that’s true. And so be it. I mean, war is ugly. It’s hideous.” To Corkran, who was 
awarded the Bronze Star for his Gulf War combat photography, pictures like Jarecke’s tell 
important stories about the effects of American and allied airpower.  

Even Patrick Hermanson, the public affairs officer who originally protested the idea of taking 
pictures of the scene, now says the media should not have censored the photo. 

The U.S. military has now abandoned the pool system it used in 1990 and 1991, and the 
Internet has changed the way photos reach the public. Even if the AP did refuse to send out a 
photo, online outlets would certainly run it, and no managing editor would be able to prevent it 
from being shared across various social platforms, or being the subject of extensive op-ed 
and blog commentary. If anything, today’s controversies often centre on the vast abundance 
of disturbing photographs, and the difficulty of putting them in a meaningful context. 

 

 

Some have argued that showing bloodshed and trauma repeatedly and sensationally can dull 
emotional understanding. But never showing these images in the first-place guarantees that 
such an understanding will never develop.  

“Try to imagine, if only for a moment, what your intellectual, political, and ethical world would 
be like if you had never seen a photograph,” author Susie Linfield asks in The Cruel Radiance, 
her book on photography and political violence. Photos like Jarecke’s not only show that 
bombs drop on real people; they also make the public feel accountable. As David Carr wrote in 
The New York Times in 2003, war photography has “an ability not just to offend the viewer, but 
to implicate him or her as well.” 

As an angry 28-year-old Jarecke, pictured above, wrote in American Photo in 1991: “If we’re 
big enough to fight a war, we should be big enough to look at it.” 

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2014/08/photographs-as-weapons-of-war-in-the-middle-east/375492/
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The Man Who Shot Vietnam 
Horst Faas defined a new breed of war photographer. 

Horst Faas in Vietnam in 1967.Credi: Associated Press 

By James Hill, The New York Times, Dec. 8, 2017. James is a contract 
photographer for The New York Times. 
ON DECEMBER 6, 1967, Horst Faas, the chief photographer of The Associated Press in 
Vietnam, was pinned down in a slim trench among the rubber trees lining the American air 
base at Bu Dop, just a few miles from the Cambodian border. It was less than two months 
before the launch of the Tet offensive and the area was teeming with Viet Cong activity.  

It was a situation all too familiar to Faas. Earlier that year, he had been caught in a firefight 
closer to Saigon, near the American base at Lai Khe. Like the soldiers around him, he was 
trapped; unlike them, he was armed not with a rifle but a camera. Faas was one of the greatest 
war photographers of his generation, a two-time Pulitzer winner known for capturing precise 
moments of high emotion and danger on the battlefield.  

“So many times,” he wrote in his autobiography, “50 Years of Photojournalism,” “from the 
bottom of my hole, from my trench or from my shelter, I could see at ten meters away a 
fantastic photograph being formed but, in spite of that, I stayed in my shelter because I knew 
that shooting would start at the slightest movement and that I could die right there.” 



That morning in December 1967, when he stepped out of his trench, he was almost 
immediately hit in the crotch and thigh by shrapnel from a grenade, severing the main artery in 
his left leg. Luckily for Faas, he was quickly treated by military medics and helicoptered to a 
hospital in Saigon. The surgeons wanted to amputate his leg; only the intervention of The 
Associated Press’s bureau chief, Ed White, dissuaded them from cutting. 

The wounds, despite their severity, didn’t keep Faas out of action for very long. “By early 
February 1968,” according to Peter Arnett, the New Zealander who was his constant reporting 
partner at The Associated Press throughout the war, “Horst was back in command — on 
crutches.” 

Faas was not just a combat photographer; by 1967 he was also an editor and mentor for 
dozens of colleagues across the country. On Feb. 1, the second day of the Tet offensive, one 
of those colleagues, Eddie Adams, came in with a roll of film showing Lt. Col. Nguyen Ngoc 
Loan, the deputy chief of the Saigon police, executing a Viet Cong guerrilla, Nguyen Van Lem, 
on a Saigon street. 

Eddie Adams captured the execution of Nguyen Van Lem on a street in Saigon, now a 
commercial thoroughfare (top), in 1968. Credit: Eddie Adams/Associated Press (above). 

Faas understood immediately what he was looking at as he ran his loupe along Adams’s film: 
“I saw something that I had never encountered before on the lightbox of my office in Saigon: 
the perfect photograph — perfectly framed, perfectly exposed, a still image which, I realized, 
would become the symbol of the brutality of the Vietnam War.” He was right — the photograph 
won Adams a Pulitzer Prize and became one of the enduring images of the 20th century. 

Faas, who was born in Germany, had been honing his sense of photographic judgment since 
he was 18, when he started work at the Keystone agency in Munich. Before his bosses would 
let him use a camera, they sent him to sort the agency’s archives, methodically examining 
endless boxes of negatives, learning in the process to appreciate “the power, or lack of power, 
in a photograph.” After two years in Germany he was sent to London, where he caught the 
attention of The Associated Press, which hired him in 1955. 



Faas’s assignment to Vietnam was a logical choice, according to Tim Page, another fearless 
Vietnam War photographer. In 1960 he was in Congo, where he took some of the last images of 
the independence leader Patrice Lumumba. “There is no school for conflict,” Page said, “only 
the experience. You can do it or not. Horst could.” 

When Faas arrived in Saigon in June 1962, on the same day as Arnett, the bureau was still very 
small. Only Malcolm Browne, who had arrived the year before, and the office manager and 
reporter Hanh Van Tran were on the ground. Faas immediately set about getting the photo 
operation running — his first move being to turn the office bathroom into a darkroom. As 
another Associated Press editor recalled, Faas laid down the rule he wanted his 
photographers to follow: Each of them should be, he said, “a journalist who worked as a 
photographer.” In return, he expected reporters to act like photographers, too — to appreciate 
and report scenes, to communicate images, not just events. 

 

The first historic image captured by the bureau came a year later, on June 11, 1963, when 
Browne, the bureau chief, left the office to cover a protest by Buddhist monks against the 
regime of President Ngo Dinh Diem. In the middle of a busy Saigon street, a monk named Thic 
Quang Duc set himself on fire.  

Browne, though a reporter, had a camera with him, and began snapping away. Faas, 
recounting the episode in his autobiography, cheekily but perhaps deservedly takes part of the 
credit. “In the Saigon bureau, there were always cameras available for anyone who might need 
one,” he noted. “The photograph taken by Malcolm Browne … was not the result of luck. He 
was accompanied by Hanh Van Tran, the Vietnamese journalist, and both of them placed 
themselves in the spots that I told them to take if such an event was to happen.” 

Faas, naturally, was hungry to put his own imprint on the story and immersed himself in the 
military campaign to suppress Viet Cong activity in the Mekong Delta in 1964 — work that 
would bring him his first Pulitzer Prize, but that would also confront him with increasingly 
brutal and disturbing scenes. 

 But he never left, never seemed to tire of the important work he had taken on. He was the 
consummate professional, driven and ambitious, but never competitive with his colleagues; he 
supported them and was one of the few male journalists to promote the careers of female 
correspondents in Vietnam.  



I first encountered Faas in December 2001. I was calling the BBC World Service from Mazar-i-
Sharif, Afghanistan, for a segment on war photography, and he was in the studio in London. 
But we might never have met face to face if the presenter had not asked for my address in 
London. It turned out that Faas, who still worked for The Associated Press, and I had homes 
50 yards apart, and I could see the windows of his apartment, lined with Asian statues, from 
my living room.  

On my next visit he invited me to The Associated Press office and then out to lunch at El Vino, 
the traditional watering hole of Fleet Street, whose atmosphere he had adored from the 
moment of his arrival in London in 1953. He was just a few years from retirement, but he still 
burned with the inextinguishable hunger of a newsman. 

This summer, as I travelled to Vietnam to retrace some of Faas’s journeys during the war and 
afterward, I found a small a museum near the town of Mo Cay in the Mekong Delta. One of the 
exhibits was a series of photographs depicting the torture of Viet Cong prisoners. There were 
quite a number on display, but in the centre, absorbing the attention of a visitor, was a 
photograph taken by Faas in October 1964. It shows a Viet Cong prisoner with a knife pressed 
hard against his stomach. The prisoner, according to Faas, ended up revealing the 
whereabouts of an arms cache — then was executed. 

 “The New York office,” Faas 
wrote many years later, “often 
reproached us for showing 
what the South Vietnamese 
were doing: They were 
torturing, hanging people by 
their feet, killing prisoners. So 
why photograph all this? 
Because we were convinced 
that these were not isolated 
cases. It was an ongoing 
practice. They did not hide it. 
It took place before our 
lenses, everywhere and 
frequently. It was for us an 
obligation to also show this 
aspect of the war.” 

A South Vietnamese soldier 
questioning man suspected 
of being Viet Cong guerrillas 
in 1962. Faas felt an 
obligation to show this side 
of the war. Credit: Horst 
Faas/Associated Press 

Journalists in Vietnam were 
given an unusual amount of 
access to the battlefield. Seth 

Mydans, my colleague from The Times, whose father, Carl Mydans, was one of the pre-eminent 
photographers of World War II, said of covering that war: “The press considered itself allied 
with American war interests and practiced self-censorship within official guidelines. There was 
a symbiotic relationship between battlefield photographers and the military brass.”  

No such relationship existed in Vietnam, and journalists like Faas pushed that freedom as far 
as they could. He showed the war as he saw it, and in doing so became part of a new breed of 
photographer, one who used the full power of his medium to convey war in all its unvarnished 
horror. 

 



The Aircraft Carrier that Did Not Exist 
When HMS Victorious came to rescue the American fleet. 

 

ONE OF THE STRANGE little stories of World War 2 involves the aircraft carrier USS Robin, 
which didn’t really exist.   There was a carrier that sailors called the Robin, pictured above, off 
the island of Noumea.  She and her sailors were under U.S. Navy command, took part in 
American battles and launched U.S. planes with American pilots. She certainly was a carrier, 
not to be confused with another USS Robin, a minesweeper.  But the carrier Robin, generally 
speaking, was an illusion. That British media ops could not exploit. 

So, what was going on? Turns out, Robin was the product of the Navy’s desperation in the 
Pacific theatre during the tumultuous months of late 1942 and early 1943. Robin was actually 
the codenamed HMS Victorious, a British Illustrious-class carrier leased to the United States.  
At the time, America needed every carrier it could get. 

“Aircraft carriers had arrived at the point of technological development that they gave … a 
range-extension option that was not available to a battleship fleet,” historian Francis Pike 
wrote in his recent and exhaustive book Hirohito’s War. 

“With overwhelming superiority in terms of numbers of carriers, quality of aircraft and above 
all, superb fliers, brilliantly led and trained, Japan needed to bring the U.S. Pacific Navy to 
battle as soon as possible.”  

 December 1942 was one of America’s low points. It was a year after Pearl Harbour and the 
Japanese fleet had not yet been crushed. In the South Pacific, the Navy had one fully 
operational fleet carrier, USS Saratoga. Japanese aircraft and destroyers sent the carrier USS 
Hornet to the bottom in October. USS Enterprise was battered. 

Army troops and Marines had just begun expelling the last of Japan’s troops from 
Guadalcanal — the beginning of an island-hopping campaign that would eventually extend 
thousands of miles into the Western Pacific. A renewed Japanese carrier assault could reverse 
these early, meagre gains. 

Joseph Tremain, in a fascinating article for Armchair General magazine, described the 
Victorious‘  handover from the United Kingdom to her transformation into Robin. The carrier 
first arrived for her refit at Norfolk Naval Shipyard in January 1943. 

After the Norfolk refit, the Victorious transited the Panama Canal and arrived at Pearl Harbour 
in March 1943 to join the Saratoga Battle Group, Task Force 14. Between March and May, the 
Victorious underwent additional modifications at Pearl to specifically handle the American 
versions of the Grumman TBF Avenger (or British Avenger) and F4F Wildcat (British Martlet).  

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1472596706/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1472596706&linkCode=as2&tag=waisbo-20&linkId=QMSF46DMBVYZ5UTW
http://www.armchairgeneral.com/uss-robin-the-victorious-u-s-carrier-that-didnt-exist.htm


To complete the makeover and new look, the Victorious temporarily shed her typical British 
Atlantic “admiralty disruptive camouflage scheme” (irregular patterns of dark and light tones) 
for the American standard navy grey. 

 On May 17, 1943, the Victorious, now code-named “Robin,” along with USS Saratoga, arrived 
at the Solomon Islands as part of Task Force 36 commanded by Rear Admiral DeWitt Ramsey, 
USN. The Saratoga and Victorious would become the core of Task Group 36.3 under Rear 
Admiral F. P. Sherman along with the USS North Carolina (BB-55), USS Massachusetts (BB-
59), USS Indiana (BB-58), USS San Diego (CL-53), USS San Juan (CL-54), HMAS Australia (D84, 
a heavy cruiser) and several escort vessels.  

Her ship’s crew was British, but her aircrew and aircraft were American. No one involved had 
any illusions that she wouldn’t be identified as the Victorious by enemy pilots, so she proudly 
flew her British Union Jack throughout her time with the Yanks, even when only the Yanks 
were flying on and off her flight deck. 

Note from Scribblings:  HMS Victorious , was commissioned in 1941 and took part in 
actions against the battleship Bismarck, several Arctic convoys, and the Pedestal convoy to 
Malta.  Victorious also contributed to several attacks on the Tirpitz.  

The elimination of the German naval threat allowed her redeployment first to the Eastern Fleet 
at Colombo and then to the Pacific for the final actions of the war against Japan when she was 
attacked by kamikaze suicide aircraft and hit on 4 and 9 May and near-missed on 1 April, but 

her armoured flight deck 
resisted the worst of the 
impacts. She remained on 
station and was back in 
operation within hours on 
each occasion, despite 
damage to an aircraft lift and 
steam piping in her 
superstructure. Three men 
were killed and 19 of the ship's 
company were injured.  

After the war, her service was 
broken by periods in reserve 
and, between 1950-8, the most 
complete reconstruction of 
any Royal Navy carrier. This 
involved the construction of 
new superstructure above the 
hangar deck level and a new 
angled flight deck. 

The reduction of Britain's 
naval commitment in 1967, the 
end of the Indonesia–Malaysia 
confrontation, and a fire while 
under refit, prompted her final 
withdrawal from service, 3–5 
years early, and she was 
scrapped in 1969.    

During her service, HMS 
Victorious had been deployed 
in most parts of the world. 
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Fake news: A tapestry of lies or one in the eye 
for Macron psy ops? 

The image of King Harold with an arrow in his eye is a version of 
his death the Normans wanted spread  

By: Ben MacIntyre, The Times. January 20 2018 

 

THE BEAUTIFUL BAYEUX TAPESTRY, now heading to Britain for the first time, is fake news, 
French propaganda a thousand years old that gives a false account of the most important 
episode in 1066. 

Every schoolchild knows that King Harold II, the last Anglo-Saxon monarch, died on the 
battlefield at Hastings when an arrow struck him in the eye, ushering in the reign of William I. 
As Sellar and Yeatman wrote in 1066 and All That: “The Norman Conquest was a Good Thing, 
as from this time onwards England stopped being conquered and thus was able to become top 
nation.” 

But that tale is not quite true. Harold was almost certainly hacked to ribbons by a group of 
Norman knights who had broken through the Anglo-Saxon lines. The arrow-in-the-eye story 
was cooked up afterwards to lend political and religious legitimacy to the precarious new 
dynasty, and then stitched into the great tapestry when it was heavily restored in the 19th 
century. 

Just about every aspect of the tapestry is open to historical debate, including when it was 
made, where and for whom. It was not just a work of art but a political tool intended to 
reinforce Norman rule: the scene of Harold swearing allegiance to William, for example, is 
depicted as a formal ceremony with holy relics and numerous witnesses. 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/britain-to-get-bayeux-tapestry-as-macron-agrees-loan-n5brflnjx


Even less subtly, a priapic figure preparing to copulate in the margins sends a message that 
the supposedly treacherous Harold is about to screw over the Norman pretender by reneging 
on his promise. 

The most significant element of Norman propaganda concerns Harold’s death. The earliest 
account of the battle, the Song of the Battle of Hastings written by Bishop Guy of Amiens a 
year or so after the battle, states that Harold was killed by four knights, probably including 
Duke William himself, and then dismembered. The tapestry was created in the 1070s, but the 
claim that Harold had died from a single arrow in the eye only emerged later. 

The Normans had strong political motives for covering up the true nature of Harold’s grisly 
death and replacing it with the arrow myth. A single, fateful missile, hurtling out of the sky to 
strike down the king, could be presented as an act of God, divine punishment for breaking his 
oath to support William’s claim. 

The invading Norman duke needed all the support he could get from the Almighty. Harold had 
been anointed at his coronation, officially blessed by the Catholic church and papacy. His 
death, therefore, had to be seen as a thunderbolt from on high, not the brutal battlefield carve-
up that it was. 

“The new king did not want to be implicated in Harold’s violent end,” writes the historian Chris 
Dennis. “Nor could he afford to undermine the legitimacy of his own accession by admitting 
responsibility for an anointed king’s death.” The divinely directed arrow became the official 
version of events, and by the 12th century it was embedded in legend. 

 
The main supporting evidence for that account is the most famous panel in the Bayeux 
Tapestry, which appears to show the king gripping a golden arrow lodged in his eye, below the 
inscription Harold Rex interfectus est, “King Harold was killed”. 

But the arrow was almost certainly a later addition, and the apparently mortally wounded 
figure may not even depict Harold. The king is more likely to be the man lying to the right, 
being trampled by a charger and diced up by a Norman knight. Etchings of the tapestry made 
in the 1730s appear to show the man on the left holding a spear, not an arrow. The first sketch 
of the tapestry with a fletched arrow is dated 1819, suggesting that by that point the tapestry 
had been updated to bring the pictorial record into line with the accepted myth. 

The arrow itself is odd. It bends to fit under the inscription, in a way that indicates a later 
addition. Measured against the other arrows stuck in his shield, it does 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/myths-and-legends-surrounding-the-bayeux-tapestry-s3wtfr80q


not even appear long enough to penetrate his head. The hand holding it is awkwardly bent. But 
strangest of all is the direction of the missile itself; in order for an arrow, fired high into the air, 
to enter his eye at that angle, the king would have to have been staring into the sky, or lying on 
his back. 

The supine figure on the right being hacked at by a horseman surely depicts Harold at the 
point of death. Indeed, one of the earliest accounts describes a Norman knight slashing the 
king in the thigh, precisely as in the image. 

Some historians argue that both figures represent the king’s death, in successive images, like 
a cartoon, being first wounded in the eye and then mutilated. This is unlikely, since the two 
men are wearing different stockings: plain on the left, striped on the right. The most plausible 
account of what really happened is Bishop Guy’s song, composed in the immediate aftermath. 
Unlike other chroniclers, Guy was independent of the ducal court and had no reason to peddle 
the official version: he described how William spotted his enemy on the battlefield, summoned 
three knights to his side and led the posse that then charged at King Harold and chopped him 
down. 

William’s personal role in the barbaric killing of an anointed king was airbrushed from history, 
either omitted from later accounts or replaced with the divinely ordained arrow. This became 
accepted fact after the 19th-century needle workers embroidered the legend into history. 

Harold’s remains may lie in Bosham, West Sussex, where he was born, or Waltham Abbey in 
Essex. So far, all requests to exhume him have been rejected. 

The discovery of Richard III in a Leicester car park transformed our view of that king. Digging 
up Harold might prove, once and for all, that he did not die from a single arrow aimed by God, 
but under the swords of the French.  That would be a long overdue revision of our national 
story, and one in the eye for William and his all-conquering propagandists. 

 

When TfL hardly covered itself in reflected 
glory 
THE POLITICAL correctness displayed by Transport for London on the anniversary of the 
Battle of Rorke’s Drift, was a great disappointment.  In apparent good faith, a TfL station 
employee chalked up an historical fact on an information board for passengers.  He recorded 
that on January 22, 1879 no fewer than 11 Victoria Crosses, the highest British award for 
gallantry, were awarded for the incredible defence of a strategic river crossing in South Africa.   

An event which is, probably, known around the world as the result of the film industry.  An 
event which entered British Army history as the largest number of the gallantry medals ever 
awarded for one action 

TfL was responding to a complaint made by pop star Lilli Allen who, while perfectly entitled to 
hold her own views about the military, might have taken the time to find out more before 
making a political statement.   And Tfl might have improved its reputation and staff morale by 
standing up and giving more support to one of their staff in the resulting media coverage. 

Rorke’s Drift, and the preceding massacre at Islandwhana, has a place in the British psyche 
despite, or perhaps because of stories distorted by the film industry, particularly in the 1964 
production, Zulu and the subsequent Zulu Dawn.    Many of the myths that have grown up 
since the first film stormed the box offices have been systematically debunked by historians 
but as professional communicators know - the facts are never allowed to spoil a story and 
some people will say anything to be heard.  

 In the case of Rorke’s Drift the reasons for the battle can be disputed.  Some might say the 
characters involved have also been maligned or conveniently been written. But few have 
challenged the rights of the participants to be recognised.  But such are the indignities of 
revisionism and the application of the morals of the 21st century to times long gone. 



Despite the Welshness of the film instigated by Stanley Baker, one of its stars, it is known that 
the 140 or so defenders of Rorke’s Drift included only 32 Welshmen.   Baker was keen to prove 
his nationalistic Welsh roots and there was a film to sell.  A film many believed not only 
salutes the Redcoats but highlights the Zulu nation.  Last summer a large number of Zulu 
people visited Brecon and the Regimental Museum and sang their songs and danced in the 
streets to applause from locals. 

If you have seen the much-repeated film and are not aware: the Zulus never conducted the 
stirring final tribute to heroes as depicted in the film – indeed, they went away beaten and 
surprised that so few could have resisted the might of 4000 warriors.  The action was to have a 
major effect on the Zulu nation in the year that followed   

There were other misleading depictions too…. there was no singing of Men of Harlech, the 24th 
of Foot did not become the South Wales Borderers for another four years even though their 
depot was in Mid-Wales; there was no stampede of cattle from the adjoining kraal.    

Ms Lilli might also have learned, if she had bothered to check, that the Zulu Army was 20,000 
strong; only hours earlier it had massacred over 1300 British and local black troops at nearby 
Islandwhana.  The Zulu Impis which attacked Rorke’s Drift had played no part in the killing and 
sought to “wash their spears” elsewhere. They wrongly picked the lightly manned mission 
station! 

History records that the Impis involved were filled by older men but that physically the Zulus 
were strapping 6ft tall highly trained soldiers who had experience of using firearms, albeit out 
of dates pieces, while the average height of the British soldier at that time was 5ft 5ins.   

Portrayed as a six-foot-tall and a bemedaled middle aged NCO in the film, Colour Sergeant 
Bourne was, in fact, only 5ft 6ins tall and the youngest colour sergeant in the Army.  Far from 
his effete character in the film, Commissary Dalton was a leading light in the defence and used 
his previous experience as an infantry NCO to advise the commanders and had already started 
building a defensive wall before Lts. Chard and Bromhead arrived back at the Drift.   

And Hook who was portrayed as a drunkard was in fact the teetotaller son of a clergyman. At 
the first showing of the film his family walked out in protest.  

Where Lilli Allen might have scored brownie points was if she had taken up the case of the 
defenders.  Many of them were to later suffer neglect at the hands of their Government.  Some 
died paupers and had sold their VC’s to survive in the country they had served so well.  

Here Scribblings digs deeper into the story and finds opinion is still divided about that fateful 
day and the roles of the leading players.  We find tales, too of manipulation of the strategic 
facts, by the military leaders and politicians together with allegations of a cover up and the 
determined search for the truth by the press.  Among it all is heroism and futility on both sides 
on that day  

Bold Stand at Rorke’s Drift 
A small force of British soldiers achieved an improbable victory 
against thousands of Zulu warriors at an isolated outpost during 
the Anglo-Zulu War.  An extract from WARFARE HISTORY 
THE ZULUS who marched on Rorke’s Drift during the afternoon of January 22, 1879, did not 
realize it, but their objective was an important link in the logistical chain supporting the British 
invasion of their homeland. The supply line ran from Durban through Natal, and the mission 
station at Rorke’s Drift served as a vital crossing point for men and material over the Buffalo 
River into Zululand.  

When Lord Chelmsford’s Centre Column forded the Buffalo River on January 11, it left behind 
94 men of Company B, 2nd Battalion, of the 24th Infantry Regiment to guard Rorke’s Drift. 
Fresh troops would soon arrive so that the men could re-join their regiment. The Rorke’s Drift 
garrison also included 500 native troops; these raw troops were armed with traditional African 
weapons. 



Lieutenant Gonville Bromhead, left, commanded 
Company B. He had 11 years of service in the British 
Army. Neither flashy nor ambitious, Bromhead was 
a seasoned infantry officer who knew his business 
and was a decent, warm-hearted individual, traits 
that earned him his men’s loyalty and trust. He was 
assisted by Colour Sergeant Frank Bourne, who was 
next in command of the regulars. 

Supply operations at Rorke’s Drift and Helpmekaar 
were handled by Major Henry Spaulding, a staff 
officer who had remained behind when the Centre 
Column crossed the frontier. Spaulding, who left for 
Helpmekaar on the afternoon of January 22, put 
Lieutenant John R.M. Chard of the Royal Engineers, 
who had arrived at the drift three days earlier, in 
command of Rorke’s Drift. 

Chard would command the forces at Rorke’s Drift in 
the battle despite the fact that Bromhead had been 
in the Army slightly longer and seniority entitled him 
to command the post. Chard, a graduate of the 
Royal Military Academy at Woolwich, had no combat 
experience. 

At mid-afternoon on January 22, Bromhead and Walter Dunne, a regular officer of the Army’s 
supply and transport department, were heading to investigate sightings of the enemy on the 
opposite bank of the Buffalo River, but their attention was drawn to the hospital building 
where Private Edward Evans, a mounted infantryman from Centre Column, had just ridden into 
Rorke’s Drift. 

“The camp is taken by Zulus!” shouted Evans in reference to the disaster at Isandlwana as 
Bromhead approached the horseman. Other horsemen rode past the mission post without 
stopping. Some of them also shouted that the British had been defeated at Isandlwana. One of 
the riders delivered Captain Gardner’s note before he also galloped off. 

Bromhead, Surgeon James H. Reynolds, and Commissary Officer James L. Dalton discussed 
the distressing news. Dalton, a former regular who had experience constructing field 
fortifications, suggested the troops use the 200-pound grain sacks and 100-pound biscuit 
boxes from the storehouse to shore up the defensive perimeter. 

Bromhead embraced the idea wholeheartedly. He scribbled a note for Evans to deliver to the 
commander of the British infantry company at Helpmekaar informing him of the Isandlwana 
disaster. Neither he nor the others thought of abandoning Rorke’s Drift to the enemy.  

 



Bourne issued each man 70 rounds of ammunition for his single-shot, Model 1871 Martini-
Henry rifle. The nine-pound rifle was capable of firing 12 rounds per minute and had an 
effective range of 400 yards. The rifle also came with a sword-style bayonet useful for close-
quarters combat. Bourne had more than 20,000 bullets in reserve. As soon as they received 
their ammunition, the men began fortifying the perimeter by building a waist-high barricade 
using the grain sacks and biscuit boxes.  

Chard was eating his lunch at the river bank when a message arrived at 3:15 pm from 
Bromhead requesting that he return at once to the mission post. When Chard reached the 
post, he immediately inspected the defensive works being erected. He found the preparations 
satisfactory, although he did make a few minor suggestions for improving the defences. He 
then returned to the river and ordered the guards, who had moored the pontoon, ferry, and 
boat in the middle of the river to prevent them from being used by the enemy, back to the 
mission. 

As the men began barricading the post buildings, 
Lieutenant Alfred Henderson’s 100-man Natal 
Mounted Contingent rode up from the river. 
Henderson and his men had fled the fighting at 
Isandlwana as the British Army’s battle line began 
to unravel. 

Lieutenant John Chard of the 5th Field Company of 
the Royal Engineers. 

Their arrival boosted the garrison’s morale. The 
additional troops would strengthen the garrison 
substantially. Henderson, who sat astride his 
horse, told Chard that Chelmsford’s force had 
broken up into small parties of survivors that were 
making their way back to Natal. Afterward, 
Henderson and his troopers rode away, leaving 
Chard and his men to their fate. Meanwhile, the 
men assigned to the work detail continued to 
construct a waist-high defensive perimeter 
between the storehouse and the kraal to the east 
and the hospital to the west. 

The hospital was fully enclosed by the perimeter, 
but the storehouse remained adjacent to the perimeter but outside of it. The distance between 
the storehouse and hospital was 35 yards. The hospital contained 11 rooms, and the 
storehouse had about a half dozen rooms. Both structures had loopholes for rifles and 
thatched roofs. In the coming battle, 10 patients who were well enough to fire a rifle and six 
privates would be responsible for defending the hospital. 

Unfortunately for the defenders of the post, there was no time to clear the dense scrub that lay 
between the north wall and the dirt road. Making matters worse, a five-foot-high stone wall 
bisected the scrub. The wall, which could shelter a large number of men from British fire, was 
a substantial weakness in the garrison’s defences. 

The Undi Corps that appeared at Rorke’s Drift comprised the iNdluyengwe, uThulwana, 
uDloko, and iNdlondlo Regiments. The regiments varied in size from 900 to 1,500 men. The 
men of the Undi Corps could not resist the temptation to sack and loot the lightly defended 
mission post. 

Shortly after the departure of Henderson’s troopers, the native troops that were an integral 
part of the garrison deserted. They jumped the barricades and dispersed into the countryside. 
This left Chard with just 154 men, 20 of whom were badly wounded. As a result of their 
departure, Chard would have to station his men at least two yards apart to defend the entire 
perimeter. He ordered his men to build a new wall of biscuit boxes to bisect the oval perimeter. 
The wall ran from the front corner of the storehouse to the north wall.  



The retrenchment wall created a smaller compound in front of the storehouse intended to 
serve as a fallback position if the pressure on the full length of the defences became too great. 

The soldiers completed the preparations in 90 minutes. At 4:30 pm the soldiers took their 
positions and braced for an imminent attack. Private Fred Hitch, who was stationed atop the 
hospital as a lookout, spotted the approaching Zulus and fired three warning shots before 
lowering himself to the ground. Just three hours of daylight remained. 

The Zulus did not have a professional standing army. The Zulu king required his unmarried 
warriors to serve him for several months each year before they were allowed to return to their 
villages. During this time, they were organized into regiments and camped together on the 
king’s lands. While serving in their ibutho, as a regiment was known, they performed various 
services for the king and went to war if necessary.  

When a Zulu warrior married, he was no longer required to perform active service, but he was 
to remain available to be called up as part of the reserve forces. The degree of peril posed by 
the British invasion of January 1879 was such that the king called up all reserves to augment 
his army. 

Although the Zulus had rifles, they relied on traditional weapons for close-range fighting. 
These included a broad-bladed stabbing spear, a light throwing spear, and an oval cowhide 
shield. 

Although Zulu warriors possessed elaborate costumes with feathered headdresses, they did 
not wear these into battle but instead saved them for special ceremonies. Zulu warriors went 
into battle wearing a loin covering consisting of a thin belt fashioned from animal hide around 
their waist with a large patch of cowhide covering their backside and twisted strips of animal 
skin hanging down from their waist in front. Some warriors wore headbands, and officers 
placed different feathers in their headbands to signify their rank. 

Although the Zulus had rifles, they relied on their traditional weapons—the broad-bladed 
stabbing spear known as the assegai, light throwing spear, short club known as the 
knobkerrie, and an oval cowhide shield—for close-range fighting. The Zulus had had easy 
access to rifles for several decades leading up to the Anglo-Zulu war. The rifles were either 
smuggled into Zululand from the Natal or obtained from the Portuguese in Mozambique. The 
rifles, though, were outdated patterns, such as the Brown Bess flintlock. Zulus riflemen carried 
their shot in leather bags and powder in cow horns. 

Six hundred Zulus from the iNdluyengwe Regiment armed with black shields swept forward in 
the initial assault. These warriors attacked directly from their march to the mission post, 
racing toward the hospital and south wall. Chard gave the order to fire to 30 men behind the 
south wall when the enemy was 600 yards away.  



The riflemen maintained a steady fire, which began to tell on the Zulus at 400 yards. The Zulus 
did not rush headlong across such a broad swath of ground; instead, they darted from one 
place of cover to the next while continuing to close the distance. 

As the Zulus closed to within 200 yards, more British rifles from other sectors of the perimeter 
were able to bring their fire against the attackers. The Zulus soon found themselves caught in 
a deadly crossfire from the hospital and the west wall near the storehouse. By the time the 
Zulus had closed to within 50 yards, their front rank had disappeared. Several dozen Zulus fell 
every few seconds. Unable to bear the hailstorm of bullets any longer, the iNdluyengwe 
fighters stayed under cover. The British had successfully weathered the first of what would be 
many attacks. 

Just as the right wing of the iNdluyengwe offensive was being defeated, the left wing 
advanced. These warriors had veered around the hospital and taken cover in the dense scrub 
on the north side. Bromhead, Bourne, and Dalton rushed to the vicinity of the hospital 
compound to oversee its Defense. Their confidence inspired the men around them. The Zulus 
concentrated their effort on the hospital compound. Through sheer weight of numbers, they 
threatened to overrun it. The two dozen British defending the compound poured a withering 
fire into the 200 Zulus making the desperate assault. 

 
Acting Assistant Commissary James Dalton had experience constructing field fortifications, 
and he advised Chard and Bromhead to use grain sacks and biscuit boxes to shore up the 
defensive perimeter between the hospital and storehouse. 

The determined warriors climbed the barricade and jabbed their assegais at the defenders. 
Hand-to-hand fighting occurred as the British jammed their bayonets into the bodies of the 
attackers. The Zulus’ hide shields were no match for British cold steel and heavy calibre 
bullets fired at point-blank range.  

The Zulu tide receded for a few minutes. When reinforcements arrived, the frenzied attackers 
surged forward again. Their second assault was met by a fusillade of lead and was 
immediately followed by another round of stabbing and slashing across the barricade. For 25 
minutes the iNdluyengwe sustained the fight alone at the hospital, but the stalwart Redcoats 
fighting in front of the hospital ultimately prevailed. 

While they were engaged, though, some Zulus with muskets positioned themselves at the 
north wall and fired on the British. Although the Zulus generally were not accurate shooters, 
the British found the Zulus’ rifle fire disconcerting. The Zulus attacked in force across the 
north wall at 5 pm. It fell to 60 Redcoats to keep them at bay with their bayonets. 

The Zulus kept to the areas where they could find cover, taking particular advantage of the 
cover provided by the stone wall in front of the hospital.  



The attackers kept clear of the area where the wall extended to the right of the retrenchment 
barricade because it was open and exposed to British rifle fire. Because of their reluctance to 
charge over open ground, they were never able to concentrate an overwhelming number of 
men at any one point to break through the makeshift British defences. 

 

Like the other assaults that preceded it, the British managed to repulse the attack against the 
north wall. The fighting fell into a predictable pattern. After the British regulars fired a short 
burst of fire at close range, the Zulus would charge again. They would step over their dead and 
dying fellow tribesmen to reach the barricade. Each melee was followed by a firefight 
conducted at close range. Zulu rifle fire came not only from the north wall, but also from well-
protected positions among the rocky outcroppings and shallow crevices of Shiyane Hill. The 
British regulars manning the south wall returned the plunging fire from the hill. 

Although Zulu losses continued to mount, the sequence of charge, melee, repulse, and 
firefight went on unabated. In the first phase of the battle, the heaviest pressure on the British 
perimeter came from the Zulus attacking from the north. Chard said afterward that he doubted 
if his men could have held both sides of the perimeter successfully if they had been attacked 
simultaneously. 

Bromhead had established a reserve of 15 riflemen who could counterattack from the dogleg 
barricade adjacent to the hospital. From that position, the British could not only rake the 
hospital veranda with their fire, but also launch bayonet counterattacks to sweep the veranda 
clear of attackers. Bromhead and Bourne ordered counterattacks every few minutes. The 
result of the relentless British counterattacks was that Bromhead’s men initially managed to 
fight the enemy to a stalemate in the area around the hospital. To the British, stalemate was as 
good as victory. 

Frustrated at their lack of success at the hospital, the Zulu commanders extended the fight to 
the front of the storehouse compound where a sudden rush almost resulted in its capture. 
Only the timely intervention of Chard and Bromhead, who directed a few lethal rifle volleys, 
saved the position. Concerned by this new attack and what it almost cost the British, Chard 
decided to withdraw most of his men to the retrenchment barricade even though the move 
would make it harder to defend the hospital because the front of the building would be behind 
the rest of the garrison and vulnerable to attack from all sides. But Chard knew that holding 
the storehouse was more important because it was better fortified than the hospital. 



Nevertheless, the withdrawal to the retrenchment exposed the 30 British troops remaining at 
the hospital to serious danger. 

Ninety minutes into the battle the British had sustained only two seriously wounded while 
many others had been cut or grazed. It was near this junction that the intrepid Dalton was 
wounded in the shoulder and back. Another man was soon killed by enemy gunfire. As for the 
Zulus, they had lost scores of dead and wounded. The piles of dead Zulu bodies in front of the 
barricades attested to that stark reality. 

At 6:15 pm the Zulus attacked in force against the north wall at its intersection with the 
retrenchment wall. The frenzied attackers launched repeated sorties that stretched the British 
perimeter opposite the storehouse. Bromhead repeatedly exposed himself to enemy fire and 
spear thrusts as he led British riflemen defending that section of the perimeter. 

While one group of Zulus was assaulting the north wall opposite the storehouse, another 
group made a determined attack 15 minutes later on the defenders at the opposite end near 
the hospital. The agile Zulus climbed atop the thatched roof of the hospital and set the dry 
material afire. 

Private William Jones of the 24th 
Foot defends the hospital, which 
was under heavy attack by the Zulus. 
Jones received the Victoria Cross for 
fighting off the Zulus long enough to 
allow the hospital patients to be 
evacuated. 

Meanwhile, Zulus battered the front 
wall of the hospital. British inside the 
hospital fired from the loopholes, 
felling a large number of warriors. 
Fighting raged for another hour at 
the hospital as the Zulus tried 
desperately to capture it. Covered by 
a few brave men who held off dozens 
of attackers, the British soldiers and 
patients inside shifted to different 
rooms within the structure as 
necessary. Fighting ebbed and 
flowed throughout the hospital with 
the British using bayonets and rifle 
butts against the Zulus’ sharp 
assegais. 

The surviving hospital defenders and patients eventually escaped by exiting the building 
through a small window. At that point, they had to fight their way through the Zulus to the 
safety of the opposite end of the defensive perimeter. The Zulus killed six defenders during the 
savage melee in the abandoned courtyard. 

Last Charge of the Zulus 
While the men in the hospital were battling for their lives, the rest of the garrison was fighting 
hard to retain its grip on the storehouse compound. By 7 pm the perimeter consisted of the 
portion protected by the retrenchment, part of the north wall, the outside walls of the cattle 
kraal, and the storehouse. The new defensive position was easier to defend; however, Chard 
had ceded valuable cover within yards of the new perimeter. This made it easier for the Zulus 
to rush a short distance from their cover to their objectives within the British-held sections of 
the compound. 

The Zulus launched a fresh attack in the gloaming. They assembled behind the walls of the 
stock pen and rushed the Redcoats defending the kraal.  



The Zulus dove for cover a few yards from their objective. When they charged the last short 
stretch, the British were only able to fire one volley. In a desperate bid for victory, the Zulus 
made multiple assaults, suffering significant casualties in the process. 

Responding to the new point of attack, Chard detailed some of the men to build a redoubt from 
the grain sacks at the north-eastern corner of the storehouse. The redoubt constituted the last 
line of defence for the valiant defenders of Rorke’s Drift. Meanwhile, the Zulus concentrated 
their attacks on the eastern end of the perimeter where the soldiers in the cattle kraal had to 
fight as hard as the men in the hospital compound had to a short time before. 

Encouraged by their success at the hospital, the Zulus tried to set fire to the storehouse, but 
every attempt was stopped dead by British bullets. At 8 pm the Zulus launched a heavy attack 
on the north-eastern sector of the perimeter. The British once again repulsed the attack, but 
only narrowly. Hoping to bring the men in the new redoubt into play and shorten his line, 
Chard ordered the troops at the kraal to fall back to its inner partition wall. 

The combined fire from the two British positions further depleted the Zulu ranks. An hour later, 
Chard ordered the men defending the inner partition wall to withdraw to the kraal’s nearside 
wall, which was directly below the redoubt. This meant that any Zulu warrior attempting to 
breach the British defences had to expose himself to the deadly rifle fire as he scaled the outer 

wall, then dashed to the partition wall, and 
then climbed the partition wall. 

Chard and Bromhead survey the devastation 
on the morning after the battle. The British 
troops at Rorke’s Drift braced for another 
attack on the second day, but it never came. 

The British met each new Zulu charge with a 
heavy volume of close-range gunfire. The 
result was that the Africans could not make 
it across the open ground between the walls 
and therefore were thwarted in their attempts 
to reach the British behind their barricade. 
The British rifle fire took its toll on the Zulus 
and sapped their determination. 

One Thousand Zulu Casualties 
Throughout the night and into the early 
morning hours of the following day, Chard 
and Bromhead remained vigilant. They 
monitored their tight perimeter for any sign 
that small groups of Zulus might be 
infiltrating the barricades. The only threat, 
though, was from enemy snipers. 

Chard and Bromhead had no idea whether a 
relief force would arrive. At dawn they 
prepared for another wave of Zulu attacks. 
The two officers urged the men at the 

barricades to stay sharp. All were prepared to go down fighting rather than shamefully 
surrender. 

The predawn return to the barricades was tense as the garrison watched anxiously for the 
expected Zulu attack. But it soon became evident that the enemy had withdrawn. 

Still, Chard and Bromhead sent out patrols to determine if the Zulus were still in the vicinity 
and to give warning if a fresh attack was in the making. A large formation of Zulus moved into 
position at 7 am on the forward slopes of kwaSingqindi Hill two miles south of the mission. 
These Zulus were later determined to be a regiment serving as the rear guard for the Undi 
Corps as it marched back to their homeland. 



At the same time the Zulus were observing Chard and his men from kwaSingqindi Hill, Lord 
Chelmsford was marching his force to Rorke’s Drift not knowing whether the garrison was still 
alive or dead. Amazingly, Chelmsford’s route took him only a few hundred yards from the Undi 
Corps, which was in the act of withdrawing from Rorke’s Drift. 

Although some of Chelmsford’s subordinate commanders urged him to attack the nearby 
enemy, whose back was to the Buffalo River, he declined. His men were low on ammunition, 
he was unsure how many enemy he faced, and his troop’s morale was low after news of the 
catastrophe at Isandlwana. The upshot was that the two antagonists simply allowed each other 
go on their way in peace. 

By midmorning, the head of Chelmsford’s column, made up of Lt. Col. John Russell’s Imperial 
Mounted Infantry, crossed the Buffalo River and entered the mission at Rorke’s Drift. 
Chelmsford’s army was in no shape to continue its offensive because the Zulus had destroyed 
half of the Centre Column at Isandlwana, and because the other two columns had retreated to 
British territory. At that point, the British focused on the short-term objective of refortifying 
Rorke’s Drift for future operations. 

The British suffered 17 killed and 15 wounded at Rorke’s Drift. London bestowed 11 Victoria 
Crosses on the garrison. The Zulus suffered approximately 1,000 casualties. In the process, 
they proved themselves to be a worthy adversary of the British. Their indomitable courage was 
equal to that of the scratch British force that fought them to a standstill at the nondescript 
South African river crossing. 

 

An unsavoury cover-up? 
By Dr Saul David:  author of several critically-acclaimed history books, 
including The Indian Mutiny: 1857 (shortlisted for the Westminster Medal for 
Military Literature), Zulu: The Heroism and Tragedy of the Zulu War of 1879 (a 
Waterstone's Military History Book of the Year) and, most recently, Victoria's 
Wars: The Rise of Empire. He was recently appointed Visiting Professor of 
History at the University of Hull. 
 
A DANGEROUS MIX of self-confidence and contempt for their foes infected many in the British 
Army during the Zulu War. This misjudgement led to thousands of deaths - and an unsavoury, 
high-level cover-up; Saul David explains his research. 

On 22 January 1879, at Rorke's Drift on the Natal 
border with Zululand, in South Africa, a tiny British 
garrison of 140 men - many of them sick and 
wounded - fought for 12 hours to repel repeated 
attacks by up to 3,000 Zulu warriors. This heroic 
defence was rewarded by Queen Victoria's 
government with no fewer than 11 Victoria 
Crosses, and was later immortalised by the film 
Zulu (1964), directed by Cy Endfield. 

Few, however, remember that it was fought on the 
same day that the British Army suffered its most 
humiliating defeat at nearby Isandlwana. Why? 
Because it suited those responsible for the 
disaster to exaggerate the importance of Rorke's 
Drift in the hope of reducing the impact of 
Isandlwana.  

The true story of 22 January 1879 - the Empire's 
longest day - is one of unprovoked slaughter, of 
heroes being ignored and of the guilty being 

protected. And the responsibility for this lay with Queen Victoria herself. 



An unnecessary war 
Like so many imperial conflicts of the period, the Zulu War was not initiated from London. 
Instead, Benjamin Disraeli's government - preoccupied with the Russian threat to 
Constantinople and Afghanistan - made every effort to avoid a fight. 'We cannot now have a 
Zulu war, in addition to other greater and too possible troubles', wrote Sir Michael Hicks 
Beach, the colonial secretary, in November 1878. 

The man to whom this letter was addressed - Sir Bartle Frere - had others ideas, however. 
Frere had been sent out to Cape Town with the specific task of grouping South Africa's 
hotchpotch of British colonies, Boer republics and independent black states into a 
Confederation of South Africa.  

But he quickly realised that the region could not be 
unified under British rule until the powerful Zulu 
kingdom - with its standing army of 40,000 disciplined 
warriors - had been suppressed. 

Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli, right 

So, he exaggerated the threat posed by the Zulus to the 
British, and, when the home government refused to 
sanction war, took matters into his own hands in 
December 1878 by presenting the Zulu king, Cetshwayo, 
with an unacceptable ultimatum. This required, among 
other things, the disbandment of the Zulu Army, and war 
was the inevitable result.    

Such unilateral action by an imperial pro-consul was not 
unusual during the Victorian period. So great were the 
distances involved, and so slow the methods of 
communication, that British governors often took it upon themselves to start wars and annex 
provinces.  

Lord Lytton, the Viceroy of India, was about to invade Afghanistan without reference to 
London. But the Zulu conflict was unique in that it was to be the last pre-emptive war launched 
by the British, prior to the recent campaign in Iraq. 

Isandlwana         
The war began on 11 January 1879, when the 5,000-strong main British column invaded 
Zululand at Rorke's Drift. It was commanded by the ambitious Lord Chelmsford, a favourite of 
the Queen, who had little respect for the fighting qualities of the Zulu. 'If I am called upon to 
conduct operations against them,' he wrote in July 1878, 'I shall strive to be in a position to 
show them how hopelessly inferior they are to us in fighting power, altho' numerically 
stronger.' 

This dangerous mixture of self-confidence and 
contempt for their foes infected the whole British force. 
But their misjudgement came to rebound on them badly. 

Lord Chelmsford, c.1870, right 

By 20 January - hampered by minor skirmishes and 
poor tracks - Chelmsford's column had only advanced 
11 miles to the rocky lower slopes of a distinctive, 
sphinx-like hill called Isandlwana. There it set up camp. 
But at 4am on 22 January, Chelmsford made the first of 
a series of blunders by taking two-thirds of his force off 
to pursue what he believed was the main Zulu army.   



He was convinced that the Zulus were gathering to the south-east, and so failed to reconnoitre 
adequately the broken ground to the north-east. There, lying in wait just five miles from the 
exposed camp at Isandlwana, were 20,000 Zulu warriors. 

At around 8am, mounted videttes reported large numbers of Zulus on the high ground to the 
left of the camp. Colonel Pulleine, in command at Isandlwana, dashed off a quick note to 
Chelmsford, reading: 'Report just come in that the Zulus are advancing in force from Left front 
of Camp.' Chelmsford read it shortly after 9.30am, and he returned it to his staff officer, Major 
Clery, without a word, and would not be deflected from his original plan. This dangerous 
mixture of self-confidence and contempt for their foes infected the whole British force.  

At 11am, by which time the 1,300 men remaining in the camp had been swelled by 450 
reinforcements, mounted scouts stumbled upon the concealed Zulu impi. Realising they had 
been spotted, the Zulus rose as one and began their attack, using their traditional tactic of 
encirclement known as the izimpondo zankomo ('horns of the buffalo'). 

An hour later, as the hard-pressed British defenders fought for their lives, a portion of 
Chelmsford's force at Mangeni Falls received word that the camp was in danger of being 
overrun. On his own initiative a Colonel Harness gave orders for his small force of artillery and 
infantry to return to camp. But it had only progressed half a mile when a staff officer rode up 
with express orders from Chelmsford to resume its original march because the message was a 
false alarm. The last chance to save the camp had been thrown away. 

By 3pm, despite severe losses, the Zulus had captured the camp. The culmination of 
Chelmsford's incompetence was a blood-soaked field littered with thousands of corpses. Of 
the original 1,750 defenders - 1,000 British and 750 black auxiliaries - 1,350 had been killed. 

The cover-up 
Word of the disaster reached Britain on 11 
February 1879. The Victorian public was 
dumbstruck by the news that 'spear-wielding 
savages' had defeated the well-equipped 
British Army. The hunt was on for a scapegoat, 
and Chelmsford was the obvious candidate. 
But he had powerful supporters.   

On 12 March 1879 Disraeli told Queen Victoria 
that his 'whole Cabinet had wanted to yield to 
the clamours of the Press & Clubs, for the 
recall of Ld. Chelmsford'. He had, however, 
'after great difficulty carried the day'. Disraeli 
was protecting Chelmsford not because he 
believed him to be blameless for Isandlwana, 
but because he was under intense pressure to 
do so from the Queen. 

Meanwhile Lord Chelmsford was urgently 
burying all the evidence that could be used 
against him. He propagated the myth that a 
shortage of ammunition led to defeat at 
Isandlwana. He ensured that potential 
witnesses to his errors were unable to speak 
out. Even more significantly, he tried to push blame for the defeat onto Colonel Durnford, now 
dead, claiming that Durnford had disobeyed orders to defend the camp. 

The truth is that no orders were ever given to Durnford to take command. Chelmsford's 
behaviour, in retrospect, is unforgivable. Many generals blunder in war, but few go to such 
lengths to avoid responsibility. 

 



Rorke's Drift 
An 1882 'Illustrated London News' 
drawing of the aftermath of the 
battle for Rorke's Drift   

Chelmsford had, in any event, 
another weapon to use against 
his critics - that of Rorke's Drift. 
Though undeniably heroic, the 
importance of the defence of 
Rorke's Drift was grossly 
exaggerated by both the generals 
and politicians of the period, to 
diminish the impact of 
Isandlwana. 'We must not forget,' 
Disraeli told the House of Lords 
on 13 February, 'the exhibition of 
heroic valour by those who have 
been spared.'  

Within days of Rorke's Drift, 
Chelmsford was urging the 

speedy completion of the official report because he was 'anxious to send that gleam of 
sunshine home as soon as possible'. When it finally arrived, he added two names to the six 
recommended VCs - the names of lieutenants Chard and Bromhead.  

Many of their fellow officers were amazed by these two additions. One senior officer wrote: 
'Bromhead is a great favourite in his regiment and a capital fellow at everything except 
soldiering ... He had to be reported confidentially as hopeless.' Another described Chard as 'a 
most useless officer, fit for nothing'. 

In truth, the real hero of Rorke's Drift was Commissary Dalton. It was Dalton who persuaded 
Chard and Bromhead to remain at Rorke's Drift when their first instinct was to abandon the 
post, and it was Dalton who organised and inspired the defence. But Dalton, an ex-NCO, came 
from what was considered the wrong background, and was ignored for almost a year. He was 
eventually awarded a VC after intensive lobbying by the press - but not until January 1880, by 
which time the celebrations had died down. 

Chelmsford's recall 
Back in England meanwhile - with the Zulu War no nearer to being won - the cries for 
Chelmsford's recall intensifying. On 23 May, realising that his political future was on the line, 
Disraeli told the queen that his government was replacing Chelmsford with Wolseley. She 
replied frostily: 'I will not withhold my sanction though I cannot approve it.' It was one of the 
few serious breaches she and Disraeli had during their political relationship. 

In early September, shortly after his return from South Africa, Lord Chelmsford was given an 
audience with the Queen. She recorded the conversation in her journal: 'Ld. Chelmsford said 
no doubt poor Col. Durnford had disobeyed orders, in leaving the camp as he did... Ld. 
Chelmsford knew nothing, Col. Durnford never having sent any message to say he was in 
danger... This much is clear to me: viz. that it was not his fault, but that of others, that this 
surprise at Isandlwana took place... I told Ld. Chelmsford he had been blamed by many, and 
even by the Government, for commencing the war without sufficient cause. He replied that he 
believed it to have been quite inevitable; that if we had not made war when we did, we should 
have been attacked and possibly overpowered.' 

Most of what Chelmsford told the Queen was a pack of lies. Durnford, as we have seen, did not 
disobey orders. And Chelmsford ignored at least two warnings to the effect the camp 'was in 
danger'. In addition, the war was not one of self-defence but of conquest. Queen Victoria, 
however, would not see the truth. 



Only one winner 
The British captured King Cetshwayo in August 1879, and the war, to all intents and purposes, 
was over. But few emerged on the British side with any credit, nor did ordinary Zulus benefit. 
Cetshwayo was exiled, Zululand was broken up and eventually annexed. Frere never achieved 
his ambition to confederate South Africa. That would have to wait until the aftermath of an 
even bloodier conflict, that of the Boer War. 

Disraeli lost the 1880 election and died the following year. James Dalton died in 1887, a broken 
man. Many of the lower-rank VC winners from Rorke's Drift were also forgotten when the 
media circus moved on. 

But one man prospered - Lord Chelmsford. The Queen showered honours on him, promoting 
him to full general, awarding him the Gold Stick at Court and appointing him Lieutenant of the 
Tower of London. He died in 1905, at the age of 78, playing billiards at his club. 

Find out more 
Books: Rorke's Drift by Adrian Greaves (Cassell, 2002): The National Army Museum Book of 
the Zulu War by Ian Knight (Sidgwick and Jackson, 2003): Military Blunders by Saul David 
(Robinson, 1997): Zulu Victory: The Epic of Isandlwana and the Cover-Up by Ron Lock and 
Peter Quantrill (Greenhill, 2002): The Rise and Fall of the Zulu Nation by John Laband (Arms 
and Armour, 1995) 

And a humorous 
footnote for our 
American readers 
from …… 

The American Revolution from the British side  
Jan 21, 2018.   Book Review by Bob Weald, a retired North Dakota State 
District Court judge. He became a lawyer in 1970. His career included serving a 
year as a law clerk, four years as attorney general, more than 23 years in 
private practice in Bismarck and 12 years as a judge. He served as an officer in 
the Navy for three years of active duty plus 24 years in the Navy Reserve. 
"In Iron Tears – America’s Battle for Freedom, Britain’s Quagmire: 1775 – 1783," Professor 
Stanley Weintraub has written an excellent history of the American Revolution from the British 
point of view. Everything I have ever read about the American Revolution has been written 
from an American standpoint. 

This book gives the reader a much better understanding of the War of Independence. It 
brought to me the enormous delays in communications. Gen. George Washington’s 
communications to his forces often took weeks, but for the British, it took months for orders 
and messages to be sent and received as they had to cross the Atlantic Ocean on sailing 
ships. 

King George III in his 40s did not want to lose America, the jewel in Great Britain’s crown and, 
until the end, held out for denying the Americans independence, always putting the best light 
on every bit of news received months after the events in the colonies. 

“Parliament … was literally in the king’s pocket. … The courts were also effectively the king’s. 
George III had an annual civil list of almost a million pounds from which he disbursed funds to 
purchase elections, bail out insolvent politicians, offer patronage, dispense pensions and 
influence justice. ‘The King’s Friends’ in the two houses openly combined loyalty with self-
interest and, together with merely passive seat holders, assured him supportive majorities.” 



This obviously prolonged the war as it was not popular with everyone, especially the taxes to 
pay for it. 

The Army chief, who was victorious against the French in Canada, and Great Britain’s “most 
distinguished naval commander,” both refused to fight in America. 

As the war became increasingly unpopular, Lord North, the leader of the House of Commons, 
repeatedly offered his resignation to King George, who refused it until the end because he 
really had no one else who would take the job. Lord George Sackville Germain ran the war as 
American Secretary. 

“Germain had wanted the rebellion crushed in one campaign, but his plans for crossing the 
Atlantic had to be laid many months in advance," according to the book. 

Another problem the British had is that few wanted to serve in the Army, so Parliament had to 
fund the hiring of Hessian mercenaries. Weintraub asserts that, when Washington crossed the 
Delaware River during Christmas 1776 to attack the Hessians in Trenton, Col. Johan Rall had 
been warned of the attack.  “Why Rall took no serious heed of this warning was unknown.” 

 
Apparently, the use of Hessian mercenaries was not entirely successful. 

Having abandoned Boston and taken New York, the British intended to sever the colonies in 
the North from those in the South. Thus, the plan for 1777 was to send the Gen. Burgoyne 
down from Canada to take Albany and the Hudson River Valley, while Gen. Howe in New York 
moved up to join him. 

The slow communications between Germain and his generals hobbled any hopes for 
coordination. Howe decided a better strategy would be to occupy Philadelphia, the home of 
Congress. Both armies moved ponderously with Burgoyne being defeated and surrounded at 
Saratoga, while, without much opposition, Howe took Philadelphia, which he would give up a 
year later. The British defeat at Saratoga brought the hated French into the war. 

The British decided on a Southern strategy and even thought of abandoning New York. 
Cornwallis enjoyed success in the South. But he got his army stuck surrounded by 
Washington’s army and the French as well as the French fleet, starting the beginning of the 
end. 

Until I read this book, I did not realize the critical role played by American privateers. 
Weintraub writes by February 1778 American privateers had captured 733 vessels. Supply was 
a problem for the British. Since they did not control the countryside, they had to be supplied 
from Great Britain or its Caribbean Islands. 

“With the war not remotely over, the army had already imported and consumed three million 
gallons of rum (not only for morale, but to purify water at the rate of one quart for every 16 



canteens), 11 million pounds of salt beef, 40 million pounds of salt pork” plus boots, clothing, 
weapons," according to the book. 

One tragic event I had never read about before were the anti-Papist riots in London. The 
overwhelming passage in the House of Commons of a bill for relief of Catholics in England 
resulted in several days of vicious and destructive riots in early June 1778. The bill was 
repealed. Members of Parliament were attacked and homes ransacked: “Yet the mob remained 
deferential to the monarchy, the historic symbol of England even to the unlettered and the 
destitute.”  

Like many historians, Weintraub could not resist 
mentioning that several of the British commanding 
generals enjoyed the close company of the wives of 
junior officers. Titillating, but not historic.  

Nevertheless, Weintraub has written a very interesting 
history of Great Britain’s attempt to deny the colonies 
their independence. I learned much more about the 
American Revolution, and the fact it was not going to 
be stymied by the British despite the best efforts of 
King George. 
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Editor’s note:  Now I realise the cunning American plan - worthy of Baldrick himself.   Force 
the British solder to drink three million gallons of rum on the pretense that the local water was 
note pure…...!  And making us use Prussian infantry…. while generals caroused. 
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