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In the hope of spreading knowledge of new favourites and proven classics from 

the world of military publishing, the Society asked a number of military 

historians from various backgrounds for their book recommendations. This 

year, the brief was for five favourite books on the British Army (including 

Imperial, Dominion, and Commonwealth forces). 

 

Contributors were also asked to suggest one topic for a book that does not exist 

but ought to be written: it is hoped that there may be someone amongst the 

recipients of this list who will take up the challenge and help fill some of the 

remaining gaps in the existing scholarship. 
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Professor Ian Beckett retired as Professor of Military History from the University of 

Kent in 2015. He has held chairs in both the UK and US including as the Major General 

Matthew C. Horner Distinguished Professor of Military Theory at the US Marine Corps 

University, Quantico, Virginia. A Fellow of the Royal Historical Society, he was Secretary of 

the Army Records Society from 1990 to 2000 and Chairman of its Council from 2001 to 

2014. A Vice President of the Friends of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light 

Infantry, he has been Secretary of the Buckinghamshire Military Museum Trust since its 

inception in 1985. He has been a member of the Society’s Templer Medal Sub-committee 

and is currently one of the judging panel for the New York Historical Society’s annual 

$50,000 Gilder Lehrman Military History Prize. His work has centred on British auxiliary 

forces, the First World War, and the late Victorian Army. His most recent publications are A 

British Profession of Arms: The Politics of Command in the Late Victorian Army (Oklahoma 

University Press, 2018), and Rorke’s Drift and Isandlwana (Oxford University Press, 2019).  

 

Some of the books that have inspired me are often about armies other than the British. When 

I started work on the auxiliary forces as a postgraduate, Marcus Cunliffe, The Martial Spirit 

in America, 1775-1865 (1969) was especially stimulating while the sheer elegance of the 

writing of Sir Michael Howard, War in European History (1976) and Sir John Hale, War and 

Society in Renaissance Europe, 1450-1620 (1985) were models of scholarship to which one 

could only aspire. ‘Military historian’ is a title all too easily given out by the media and I 

generally have little time for ‘popular’ titles. Good military history, however, is not always 

produced by trained historians and Thomas Ricks Lindley, Alamo Traces: New Evidence and 

New Conclusions (2003) is an extraordinary piece of revisionist forensic work in the archives 

undertaken appropriately enough by a former detective. It’s a close run thing whether it was 

John Wayne’s The Alamo (1960) or the inestimable Zulu (1964) that had most impact on me 

in the 1960s. Indeed, although he is a little younger, I was tempted to include Harry Pearson, 

Achtung Schweinehund! A Boy’s Own Story of Imaginary Combat (2007) as a happy memory 

of my childhood, but let us move on to the serious stuff. 

 

Sir John Fortescue’s The County Lieutenancies and the Army, 1803-14 (1909) was a 

pioneering study of the auxiliary forces in the Napoleonic Wars. There is no reason to doubt 

Fortescue’s claim to have consulted 100,000 documents in his research for the volume and it 

is arguably his most accomplished work. Fortescue had obvious prejudices against volunteers 
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and it should not be forgotten that the book was sponsored by R.B. Haldane. There have been 

far more recent studies of the auxiliary forces in the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars that 

revise and extend Fortescue’s work with even more detailed research into local archives. 

Fortescue, however, remains an essential starting point. 

 

My father served in Burma in the Second World War and I have inherited his admiration for 

Bill Slim. A book I still pick up regularly from my shelves is the collection of writings by 

Field Marshal Viscount Slim, Unofficial History (London: Cassell, 1959). Slim recounts 

some of his experiences of Mesopotamia in the First World War, campaigning on the North 

West Frontier in the inter-war years, and his early Second World War commands in East 

Africa and Persia. Many adapted from articles originally contributed to Blackwood’s 

Magazine, the pieces are not only highly entertaining but also very revealing of the esteem in 

which Slim held his British and Indian soldiers. The humanity and honesty also present in 

Defeat into Victory (1956) is abundantly clear. An absolute delight to read. 

 

Rather similarly, often re-read is John Masters, Bugles and a Tiger (London: Michael 

Joseph, 1956), an outstanding memoir of service with the 2/4th Prince of Wales’s Own 

Gurkha Rifles before the Second World War although also taking in Masters’ experience of 

Sandhurst. Masters, of course, became a successful novelist and there is a wealth of 

description of regimental life in pre-war India. As with Slim, humour is never far away but 

the account of campaigning in Waziristan is a vivid one that conveys the real nature of 

frontier warfare. I have read many memoirs but this is arguably one of the very best. 

 

As suggested by my comments on Fortescue, the military history I most appreciate is that 

displaying the hard graft of detailed work in the archives, particularly when this has meant 

multiple journeys. There are so many books that cry out for inclusion. I note that in A British 

Profession of Arms, I list 29 individuals whose work has informed my own on the Victorian 

army. Many of them have also made significant contributions to the study of the British army 

in the Great War, which has been another of my interests over the years. I can think of no 

better example of the very best military history, however, than one on a much earlier period: 

Steven Gunn, The English People at War in the Age of Henry VIII (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2018). Without doubt one of the stand out academic publications of the year 

in question, it illuminates the crucial transition from a quasi-feudal to a national defence 
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system in England. Lucidly written by one of our leading early modernist historians of war 

and based on the Ford lectures delivered at Oxford in 2015, it breaks entirely new ground. 

 

With great reluctance I pass by many titles by friends and colleagues to choose as my final 

title a book that I simply enjoy for its command of the primary sources. It rightly won the 

Gilder Lehrman Prize for Military History for 2015: David Preston, Braddock’s Defeat: The 

Battle of the Monongahela and the Road to Revolution (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2015). There is a moment in Cecil B. DeMille’s Unconquered (1947) in which Gary 

Cooper and a companion - on a mission to prevent the Pontiac rising in 1763 - discuss 

travelling on the ‘Braddock’s Road’ as it is only populated by ghosts. Preston’s meticulous 

revisionist account exposes the many myths of Braddock’s defeat in July 1755 and 

establishes its pivotal nature for the future of the First British Empire.  

  

As for books still to be written, we lack good modern biographies of key Victorian generals 

such as Charles Napier, Robert Napier, and George White. I am very much looking forward 

to Peter Stanley’s promised study of British imperial garrisons in the Victorian period and to 

Tim Bowman’s study of the Irish in the British army. Given the increasing publications on 

cultural aspects of the military such as Alan McNairn, Behold the Hero: General Wolfe and 

the Arts in the Eighteenth Century (1997) and Catriona Kennedy and Matthew McCormack 

(eds), Soldiering in Britain and Ireland, 1750-1850 (2013), there is certainly room for a 

longue durée study of the image of the soldier in British society.  
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Professor Douglas E. Delaney holds the Canada Research Chair (CRC) in War 

Studies at the Royal Military College of Canada (RMC). He is the author of The Soldiers’ 

General: Bert Hoffmeister at War (2005), which won the 2007 C.P. Stacey Prize for 

Canadian Military History, and Corps Commanders: Five British and Canadian Generals at 

War, 1939-1945 (2011). He is also co-editor Capturing Hill 70: Canada’s Forgotten Battle of 

the First World War (2016), Turning Point 1917: The British Empire at War (2017), and 

Military Education and the British Empire, 1815-1949 (2018). His latest monograph Imperial 

Armies: Britain and the Land Forces of the Dominions and India, 1902-1945 (Oxford 

University Press, 2017), was Runner-up for the 2019 Templer Medal. Dr. Delaney is a retired 

lieutenant-colonel who served with the First and Third Battalions, Princess Patricia’s 

Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI), as well as the Canadian Airborne Regiment. 

 

No list of books on the British Army could be complete without something by David French, 

whose work is invariably based on exhaustive research, guided by sound analysis, and 

presented in crystal-clear prose. Any one of his many fine monographs could be on this list, 

but, if forced to choose one, I would have to pick Raising Churchill’s Army: The British 

Army and the War against Germany, 1919-1945 (Oxford, 2000)—for entirely selfish 

reasons. More than any other work, this gold-standard intuitional history is the one that 

inspired and guided my writing of the Imperial Army Project: Britain and the Land Forces of 

the Dominions and India, 1902-1945 (Oxford, 2017). Raising Churchill’s Army is a 

magisterial analysis of how the British Army prepared to fight, and then fought, the German 

Army of the Second World War. Its examination of doctrine, training, manpower, armaments 

and equipment, and strategic imperatives helped dispel many long-held tropes about how and 

why the British Army fought the way it did. I wanted to write something as good for the 

British, Indian, and dominion armies. I tried. 

 

I am encouraged that a number of very talented scholars have taken up the daunting challenge 

of writing military history form an imperial/commonwealth perspective. John C. Mitcham’s 

Race and Imperial Defence in the British World, 1870-1914 (Cambridge, 2016) is a 

masterful examination of the cultural and racial underpinnings of imperial defence that draws 

on sources from the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and the 

United States. It reads wonderfully as well. Jonathan Fennell’s equally ambitious Fighting 

the People’s War: The British and Commonwealth Armies and the Second World War 
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(Cambridge, 2019), which looks at the experiences and expectations of British, Indian, and 

dominion soldiers of the Second World War, is sure to be a seminal work. It argues 

convincingly that the morale of British Commonwealth soldiers and the performance of their 

citizen-soldier armies were affected by what rank-and-file soldiers expected as recompense 

for their service. It also explores how their political beliefs, many of which were forged in 

war, shaped the post-war order in their respective countries. 

 

Aimée Fox’s examination of how the British Army learned, innovated, and adapted to the 

industrial battlefields of the First World War is a brilliant and rewarding read. Learning to 

Fight: Military Innovation and Change in the British Army, 1914-1918 (Cambridge, 2018), 

which won the 2019 Templer First Book Prize, looks at British Army networks, connections 

with allies and civilian agencies, and methods of dissemination to broaden our understanding 

of how the army learned from mistakes, developed new ways of doing things, and integrated 

new technologies. This is an exceptional work from an exceptional young scholar.  

 

Finally, I have a soft spot for military biography and one of my favourites remains David 

Fraser’s Alanbrooke (Atheneum, 1982). It’s not just that this book about the life of a wartime 

Chief of the Imperial General Staff is written by distinguished soldier-scholar who 

understands war as well as he understands Whitehall; it’s also that the prose is magnificent. It 

never fails to inspire. 

 

What book(s) would I like to see written? I would love to see something on how the British 

and dominion armies selected, trained, and developed their non-commissioned officers 

(NCOs) during the era of the two World Wars. Officer training and development have been 

the subjects of several scholarly inquiries, but we still do not know much about how the 

armies of the empire made and managed their NCOs, which is unfortunate because the armies 

could not have functioned without them. I would also like to make a plea that we give the 

business of memory and commemoration a bit of a rest. The field has produced some truly 

brilliant and inspiring work, but I fear we may be reaching a tipping point at which memories 

of war (however incorrect or skewed) are more important than what actually happened. I also 

have trouble imagining that much good can come from graduate students running off to write 

about war memory when they have no idea what a battalion is or what artillery does.  
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Dr Aimée Fox is an historian and lecturer in the Defence Studies Department at King’s 

College London. She is the author of Learning to Fight: Military Innovation and Change in 

the British Army 1914-1918 (Cambridge University Press, 2018), which won both the SAHR 

Templer Best First Book Prize and the British Army Military Book of the Year Prize in 2018. 

 

The first book that I would recommend is Verity McInnis’ Women of Empire: Nineteenth-

Century Army Officers’ Wives in India and the U.S. West (Oklahoma University Press, 

2017). While not strictly about the British Army, it is an excellent comparative study of how 

American and British officers’ wives acted as agents of empire, served as part of their 

husbands’ units, and used their husbands’ military rank to underpin their own social worlds. 

It is such a good read and provides an important historical contribution to the critical feminist 

literature within social science and international relations on the militarisation of women’s 

lives. Of particular interest is McInnis’ exploration of ‘whiteness’ and the racial hierarchies 

that these wives actively reconstructed in their domestic and public lives.  

 

Second, without wanting to appear like I’m on Oklahoma University Press’ payroll (!), has to 

be Ian Beckett’s A British Profession of Arms: The Politics of Command in the Late 

Victorian Army (Oklahoma University Press, 2018). This is an absolute tour de force, 

providing us with a much clearer picture of matters relating to promotion and appointment in 

the British Army during this period. As one would expect, the book is grounded in extensive 

archival research and is packed full of interesting anecdotes. What I particularly like about 

this book is Beckett’s attempts to demystify promotion and career advancement in the Army, 

providing us with a far more nuanced account, whilst also revealing the similarities between 

the military and broader society. 

 

My third choice would be Douglas Delaney’s The Imperial Army Project: Britain and the 

Land Forces of the Dominions and India 1902-1945 (Oxford University Press, 2017). 

Delaney asks a series of complex questions in this book: how did Britain secure the 

commitment of the Indian and dominion armies? What did Britain want from these armies? 

How was cooperation and interoperability ensured? Ranging across the two world wars and 

the periods before and in between, Delaney shows how Britain attempted to negotiate the 

tension of standardising tactics, techniques, and procedures across the British Empire armies, 

whilst accommodating the growing autonomy of those armies. In addition to being a really 
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good read, this book has read across for modern militaries fighting in coalitions, highlighting 

the obvious importance of formalised compatibility, but also paying attention to those 

informal, personal relationships that are worth their weight in gold. 

 

Fourth is a book by my excellent colleague, Helen McCartney, Citizen Soldiers: The 

Liverpool Territorials in the First World War (Cambridge University Press, 2005). 

McCartney’s work makes explicit the important link between home front and war front, 

showing how soldiers maintained their civilian character in the face of modern war, drawing 

on shared beliefs and local, often class-based identities. Focusing on 1/6th and 1/10th 

Battalions of the King’s Liverpool Regiment, this really is microhistory at its absolute best. It 

acknowledges the very specific experience of these two units and of Liverpool itself, but it 

also positions that experience well within the larger literature around Britain’s wartime 

experience.  

 

Finally, I want to recommend Helen Parr’s Our Boys: The Story of a Paratrooper (Allen 

Lane, 2018) – winner of this year’s Templer Medal, the 2019 Duke of Wellington Medal, and 

the Longman-History Today Book Prize. If its accolades haven’t already encouraged you to 

go out and buy it then maybe my recommendation will! This book is stunning. I couldn’t put 

it down. It is a very personal story, focused around Parr’s uncle, Dave, a paratrooper killed 

during the Falklands Conflict. But it is more than that. It is a study of professionalism, of 

military values, of loss, of adventure, but also of humanity. It was a book that caused me to 

laugh aloud, to wince, to pause, to think. A rare and wonderful book that I thoroughly 

recommend. 

 

As for a book that should exist but doesn’t yet, that’s such a tough one! I think I would like to 

see more works on the British Army in the years after the First World War. There’s so much 

great doctoral work going on in this area, so I hope it won’t be too long before we have a 

book that competes with David French’s outstanding Raising Churchill’s Army. I am also 

really excited to read Professor Heather Jones’ forthcoming work For King and Country: The 

Culture of Monarchy in First World War Britain, 1914-1936, which will hopefully shed some 

important light on the relationship between the Royal family and the British military. 
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Andy Grainger took a degree in History at the University of Reading in 1975. He has 

spent most of his working life collecting Inheritance Tax though latterly assisting owners of 

historic houses and works of art to give public access to them. He now consults for a major 

auction house. He served in the Royal Artillery (TA) during the Cold War and joined the 

British Commission for Military History (http://www.bcmh.org.uk/) in 1994, serving on the 

committee as Editor of Mars & Clio from 2004 to 2011. Andy returned to the General 

Committee of the BCMH in February 2014 and was elected Secretary General in February 

2015. 

 

It is a very difficult choice particularly as one’s tastes change over time. Nevertheless, having 

been a territorial gunner during the Cold War I thought I would offer a selection of books on 

artillery. During the 20th century artillery came to dominate land warfare, not only 

technologically but also in terms of manpower, yet artillery memoirs tend to be 

overshadowed by authors in the infantry, cavalry or in the air. 

 

Very much not a memoir but the book which many years ago revealed to me that the First 

World War was the intellectual and technological dynamo of the twentieth century. 

Firepower, The British Army, Weapons and Theories of War 1904-1945 by Dominick 

Graham and Shelford Bidwell appeared way back in 1982 long before any talk about a 

Revolution in Military Affairs. Although the book concerns artillery weapons, i.e. guns and 

projectiles, it also discusses the relationship between the artillery and what gunners call the 

supported arms. The First World War was the crucible in which artillery techniques such as 

indirect fire became de rigueur but it was also the place where the arrangements for its 

command and control were formed. Bidwell and Graham, both eminent World War Two 

gunners explain this complex story, including airpower and naval gunfire in a highly readable 

style through World War Two and up into the early 1980’s when the Army enhanced its 

artillery capabilities for what became the final phase of the Cold War. There is a view that 

after Iraq and Afghanistan it needs urgently to do so again. 

 

If many pre-1914 gunners were primarily concerned with leading their batteries in the manor 

of the King’s Troop of the Royal Horse Artillery with an emphasis on dash and turnout how 

did they adapt to the new war of static positions, camouflage and barrages? The answer is 

http://www.bcmh.org.uk/
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that for all their spit and polish on parade they were very well trained and, though horse 

drawn, the guns and shells themselves represented the scientific cutting edge of their society.  

The Royal Artillery War Commemoration Book was published in 1920 and included 

contributions by a range of authors to illustrate the scope of artillery operations from 1914 to 

1918 across the world. These included extracts from the Diary of the Master of Belhaven. A 

pre-war regular he wrote so vividly about his experiences as a battery officer at Loos, on the 

Somme, at Messines and 3rd Ypres into the Spring Offensive so that I looked out for a 

complete copy. 

 

The view of the wartime subaltern may be found in Salute of Guns by Donald Boyd, 1930, 

Pen & Sword edition with a foreword by Michael Orr, 2012. None other than Robert Graves 

describes it as the book which deals ‘most faithfully with the most difficult of all its aspects – 

contemporary morale.’ Boyd was a journalist and so it is not surprising that he writes well. A 

feature of the book is that the personal relationships are more constrained – there are only 

five or six officers in a battery and their members tend to stay together for long periods. It is 

very different to the infantry battalion here the thirty or so officers will get together from time 

to time. In the words of his medical report Boyd has ‘never shirked his duties’ but he does 

suffer two nervous breakdowns. His memoir details the technical aspects of a gunner at war - 

activities at the OP, the wagon lines, re-ammunitioning at night, caring for the horses, liaising 

with the infantry, preparing and firing a barrage even under counter battery fire and so on but 

it is also about a man who literally sticks to his guns. Returning to the front just before the 

Third Battle of Ypres he writes that evening ‘the only sure thing in my mind was that I could 

not turn back. There were three witnesses who made that impossible; the infantry in the line 

and the artillery behind, my family and friends’. 

 

This might serve as an epitaph for millions of servicemen and women, whether they wrote 

about their experiences or that great majority who did not.  

 

As for a book that has not been written. Maybe it has – but just how did Europe industrialise 

the production of guns and gunpowder in the sixteenth century. Sulphur, salpetre and 

charcoal – where did it all come from?  
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Brigadier Allan Mallinson is a retired British Army officer and author of the 

acclaimed Matthew Hervey series of novels about a cavalry officer in the wars of the early 

19th Century; the most recent instalment, The Passage to India, won the inaugural SAHR 

Prize for Military Fiction. He has also written several non-fiction books on the British Army 

and its campaigns, most recently Too Important for the Generals: Winning and Losing the 

First World War (2017). 

 

I keep going back, in both mind and hand, to Sassoon’s Memoirs of an Infantry Officer and, 

for all its inaccuracies and saloon-bar opinionating, Graves’s Goodbye To All That, books 

which inspired and enriched me when I was first commissioned (into that most essential arm 

of the service). They can do no harm, as long as less brooding books such as Charles 

Edmond’s (Charles Carrington) A Subaltern’s War are read too, as well as, a fortiori, David 

Kelly’s wonderfully robust 39 Months with the Tigers. All were written by evidently capable 

soldiers, of high intelligence and great facility with the pen, during the British army’s greatest 

trial. 

 

I am fascinated too by the army’s response to its shortcomings manifest in the Boer War (my 

first published piece of serious history, in History Today in 1992, was on the transformation 

of the cavalry in the decade that followed). One of the most revealing works on what officers 

thought were the faults and remedies is H.A. Gwynne’s The Army on Itself. Published in 

1904, it is a report and synthesis of responses to the wide-ranging questionnaire that Gwynne, 

journalist and close associate of Kipling, had sent to officers just returned from the war. 

Besides the details of organization, equipment and tactics, and the expectations of war in the 

future, it reveals an impressive sense of professionalism among officers of all arms and 

services, which is at odds with the sometimes-amateurish image of the late Victorian military 

establishment. 

 

Kipling knew India, but John Masters knew Indians. Masters writes about the Indian Army, 

of course, not the British, but in the Twentieth Century, even as late as the 1980s, you 

couldn’t have the one without the other. I think my favourite, if perhaps the least military, 

is Bhowani Junction, though I recently re-read The Ravi Lancers with much pleasure and 

profit. 
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Defeat into Victory is without question - surely? - the finest book on soldiering ever written. I 

first read it soon after being commissioned, just before going to the Jungle Warfare School in 

Johore, and the following year found myself commanding my platoon route-lining the streets 

of Windsor for the field marshal’s funeral. I re-read the book with every subsequent 

promotion, and am doing so again as I write this list, before flying to India for a “Slimfest” 

organized by today’s Indian army. 

 

As for the book yet to be written, I’m going to be rather partisan. I recently re-read the diary 

of Julius Neave, adjutant of the 13th/18th Royal Hussars (Queen Mary’s Own) from 1941 to 

May 1945, the regiment I later joined and commanded. 13/18H’s were the first tanks ashore 

on D-Day – they swam 5,000 yards to get there – and Neave, a Special Reserve officer, kept 

a detailed and gossipy account of the eighteen months’ preparation, and the subsequent slog 

to the Baltic. Not so much unwritten therefore as unedited and unpublished. I think it would 

make a wonderful study of morale on the Second Front: a close-knit regiment of both 

experienced professionals, yeomanry transferees and war-commissioned and conscripted 

cavalrymen, all doing their damnedest to win the war while holding to the values and 

standards which had served so well in the inter-war years and helped the regiment recover 

from the shock of 1940. 
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Helen Parr is Professor of Modern and Contemporary History at Keele University, and 

author of Our Boys: A Story of a Paratrooper (Allen Lane, 2018) - a book about the 

Parachute Regiment and the experiences and aftermath of the 1982 Falklands War, and with a 

personal dimension. A long time in the making, but well-received! 

 

Richard Vinen, National Service: A Nation in Uniform (Penguin, 2014) - a previous 

Templer medal winner, as well as winner of the Wolfson Prize for History: a book about the 

Army, but also about mid-century British society. 

 

David French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-67 (Oxford 2011) - 

enormously informative and pioneering. 

 

Jonathan Fennell, Fighting the People’s War: The British and Commonwealth Armies and 

the Second World War (CUP, 2019) - a new history with impressive reach. 

 

Yasmin Khan, The Raj at War: A People’s History of India’s Second World War (Penguin, 

2015) - about the Indian Army, and warfare and society in India, expands our understanding 

of the Second World War in many ways. 

 

Joanna Bourke, An Intimate History of Killing (Granta, 1999) - not just about the British 

army but a book that opened new ways of looking at military history. 

 

A book that should be written but hasn’t yet - now that’s a question! I’d love to read 

something about the aftermath of Arnhem - so much about the battle itself, very little about 

what happened after... 
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Mark Shearwood is currently undertaking a PhD at the University of Leeds on ‘The 

Catholic Other in the Army of James II and William III, c 1685-1690’, which has been 

supported by an SAHR University Research Grant. His first book, The Perfection of Military 

Discipline: The Plug Bayonet and the English Army 1669-1705 is due to be published in 

February 2020. 

 

I make no apology that the majority of my book list covers the British, or more correctly the 

English army during the late seventeenth century, which unsurprisingly mirrors my own area 

of research. While there is a limited historiography compacted to other periods of military 

history, it should not be overlooked. I am happy to say that in recent years there has been 

substantial progress in rectifying this dearth of material. 

 

It would be possible to completely fill my Christmas list with books by Professor John 

Childs, but in the interest of trying to write a balanced list, I will for now limit my choice to 

one, The Nine Years’ War and the British Army 1688-97: The Operations in the Low 

Countries (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991). Within this volume, the author 

presents the reader with both a detailed explanation of both the origins of the war and how 

the war was conducted, the majority of the book contains a year-by-year campaign history of 

a conflict overshadowed by the later war of Spanish Succession. 

 

My second choice comes from Jonathon Riley, The Last Ironsides: The English Expedition 

to Portugal 1662-1668 (Solihull: Helion & Co, 2014). While my first choice could be 

described as the origin of the ‘new’ British army, this book covers the last breaths of the 

Cromwellian armies. The campaign in Portugal in 1662-68 is expertly described by the 

author, whose military understanding of logistics and campaigning armies shines through 

with excellent and compelling narratives that engage the reader. There are several factual 

mistakes that should have been picked up by the author or editor; these aside, this is a book 

well worth having on your Christmas list. 

 

My next selection, is in reality my third and fourth choice as it comprises two volumes on the 

same subject, split by geographical locations. Wienand Drenth & Jonathon Riley’s The 

Colonial Soldier: A survey of British Overseas Territories and their Garrisons, 1650-1714. 

Volume 1: the British Isles, Europe, Asia and Africa. (Eindhoven, Drenth Publishing, 2014) 
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and Volume 2: The Americas and the Caribbean, Part 1, New England and the Middle 

Colonies and Part 2, The Southern Colonies and the West Indies (Eindhoven: Drenth 

Publishing, 2015). While at first glance these books are modern versions of Dalton’s English 

and Scottish Army Lists, they are fare more than the sum of their parts. The authors weave an 

intricate balance between histories of regiments and garrisons and a detailed account of the 

global reach of England in the long seventeenth-century. Richly illustrated and extremely 

well researched, these volumes are a must for anyone interested in understanding the global 

footprint and impact of English foreign policy and alliances. 

 

My last choice comes from Michael Snape, The Redcoat and Religion: The Forgotten 

History of the British Soldier from the Age of Marlborough to the Eve of the First World 

War (Abingdon: Routledge, 2005). This book provides a strong counter-argument to the 

general assumption that religion was not a significant factor within the British army until the 

mid-nineteenth-century. Michael Snape brings the story of the individual soldier front and 

centre and re-establishes the soldier as part of a far more complex society than previous 

stereotypes have shown. This book is a must for anyone interested in understanding the 

identity of the British Soldier. 

 

As for the book that I would wish to be published, there is a gap in the current historiography 

for a book on the Catholic troops of the English army in the last half of the seventeenth 

century. 
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Dr Robin Thomas graduated with a PhD in archaeology from Southampton 

University in 1989. He worked initially in British Coal Corporation until privatisation and 

then developed an interest in maritime logistics, spending the rest of his career in the shipping 

industry. He has been a medal collector since his teenage years and has recently been elected 

President of the Orders & Medals Research Society (www.omrs.org). 

 

The parents of my generation served in the Second World War and our Grandparents were in 

the Great War (not counting more distant forebears who fought in various nineteenth century 

colonial campaigns), so medals were something I grew up with. I well remember my first 

medal book being purchased as a Christmas present when I was aged about fifteen or sixteen, 

and this was really what got me started. It was Major L.L. Gordon’s British Battles and 

Medals, 5th edition (1979), a standard work that has been in continuous print since the first 

edition in 1947. The most recent 7th edition (London: Spink 2006) is a weighty 800 pages 

complete with numerous and excellent photos of the medals themselves, clasps and different 

naming styles. An account is given of every campaign and ‘BBM’ is one of the few works 

that lists all the units qualifying for each medal or clasp, together with the numbers issued, so 

it was one of the first attempts to assess rarity. 

 

As my finances gradually improved another title entered my consciousness. This was even 

longer, weightier, and harder to find but has fortunately now been republished: Medals and 

Decorations of the British Army and Navy by J.H. Mayo (2 vols. London: Archibald 

Constable 1897, republished by Naval & Military Press 2003). Despite the rather anonymous 

title, the great advantage of Mayo is that he published a considerable volume of original 

documents about the design and issuing of individual medals containing the attitudes of 

Government or Colonial officials involved with the process. He worked as the Assistant 

Military Secretary in the India Office until his death prior to publication, so was extremely 

well placed to source such material. The disadvantage of his work is that it ends with Queen 

Victoria’s Golden Jubilee Medal 1887, and no aspiring author has yet sought to continue 

what he so ably started. 

 

Although standard works such as Mayo and Gordon have an important place on most medal 

collector’s shelves, recent research has tended to focus on much more specific aspects of the 

discipline. Howard Williamson has spent a lifetime studying the Great War to produce three 

http://www.omrs.org/
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volumes of The Great War Medal Collectors Companion (Self published 2011-14, but 

available from the author or Naval & Military Press). He has studied every aspect of the 

design, manufacture and supply of each of the medals issued for the Great War, together with 

the associated items given to the troops or their next of kin such as the Princess Mary gift box 

and the memorial plaque. One complete volume is devoted to the location and war service of 

every unit (cavalry, yeomanry, Royal Engineers, infantry, Machine Gun Corps and Army 

Cyclist Corps) and another to the Regimental numbering system utilised by each unit and 

sub-unit together with the abbreviations found on all official documents associated with 

medals. 

 

A more recent study, this time of the Crimea Medal, is by Tony Martin, William Pickering 

and Arthur Satterly ‘By Order of Her Majesty’ The Crimea Medal, Institution, 

Manufacture, Naming and Distribution (Leamington Spa: Orders & Medals Research 

Society 2017). Much of the book investigates how the Royal Mint managed to supply over 

380,000 medals at extremely short notice using a network of contractors and sub-contractors, 

before looking in detail at the distribution mechanisms in place; the enormous interest of 

Queen Victoria and her key role in the genesis of the medal are also examined in detail. Much 

work still needs to be done on this fascinating subject, especially for the Army, where units 

departing the Crimea were dispersed world-wide, thus supply systems and timescales had to 

adapt much more to local circumstances than was the case with the Royal Navy, where 

medals were more easily issued to crews returning home at the end of their commissions. 

 

My final book choice is Fred Larimore’s The Army Long Service and Good Conduct Medal 

(Leamington Spa: Orders and Medals Research Society 2014). This is the first and only study 

I have seen to examine the Army’s rewards system for Other Ranks, encompassing medals, 

Good Conduct Badges and additional pay for good service, long service or gallantry. The 

system started very late in comparison to most European armies, and evolved considerably 

during the nineteenth century. The subject is huge and the regulations were subject to 

constant change, so this book only scratches the surface of what should actually comprise 

multiple studies examining different aspects. 

 

I am going to continue my theme of rewards for long or meritorious service for The Book 

That Has Yet To Be Written. The subject of individual soldier motivation, especially in my 

era of interest in the nineteenth century, is a fascinating one. To what extent did a developing 
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rewards system serve to motivate the soldier to improve his conduct, what bearing did it have 

on promotions and what effect did attitudes amongst those responsible for distributing 

rewards or recognition (the officer class) have on the usage or effectiveness of it are just 

some of the questions I for one would be interested to see addressed. 
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Vee Walker has an MA in Modern Languages from Edinburgh and an M Sc Sc in 

Heritage Management from the Ironbridge Institute. She is a well-known museum and 

heritage consultant working in the UK and Europe and a member of the Museums 

Association. She has just written Find Aleckie, an interactive story set in the aftermath at the 

Battle of Culloden, for family visitors to the Battlefield (National Trust for Scotland). She is 

the author of The 1810 Cookbook (FTRR Press 2011) and Major Tom’s War (Kashi House 

2018), which was awarded second place in the inaugural SAHR Military Fiction Prize 2018-

19. Vee lives on the Black Isle, just north of Inverness, and describes herself as a storyteller 

first and an historian second.  

 

Major Tom’s War evolved out of the transcription of my grandfather Tom Westmacott’s 

unpublished war diary – more of a scrapbook really, bulging with photographs, documents 

and letters – which covers the entire war from 1914 – 1918. Although Tom joined the Central 

India Horse as a captain in 1914 his subsequent transfer to the military police as an APM 

meant he did not then accompany his regiment when it left, in March 1918, for Syria. My 

book moved from being a non-fiction memoire into a novel about three years before 

publication and as you can imagine this was a period of intense historical research on the 

First World War for me. Allow me to share with you five of the books I found most inspiring, 

useful or illuminating during this time. 

 

Firstly, there is the unequalled Testament of Youth by Vera Brittain (1933). Before everyone 

howls that this is not a book about the army, I would beg to differ. The impact of 

bereavement through military action on people at home must be understood as part of the 

story of army life. It is grippingly well-written. As Brittain (mother of Baroness Williams of 

Crosby, Shirley Williams) loses first one loved-one and then another, the sheer numbing 

volume of loss hits the reader almost as hard as it did at the time. Interestingly, Brittain writes 

that she began Testament of Youth as a novel but found herself unable to complete it as 

everything was too raw: it became a memoire instead, the exact opposite of my own literary 

journey. 

 

Regimental histories can be the most indigestible of fare, but I can recommend this one: King 

George’s Own Central India Horse: The Story of a Local Corps by Major-General W.A. 

Watson (1930) covers its full history, not just the period of the First World War. It is full of 



20 

 

entertaining detail, tigers, pig-sticking and rebellious natives as well as a vivid account of the 

corps’ time in France and then Syria. Watson gets a detail or two wrong (Tom’s rank on 

arrival is incorrect, for example, providing me with a very useful plot twist), but this is an 

immensely readable book. The graphic, shocked description of the death of one character 

who features in Major Tom’s War reduced me to tears. Particularly pleasing, also, is 

Watson’s unusual and respectful inclusion of the names of other-ranks soldiers which in turn 

enabled me to use them within Major Tom’s War. I hope their descendants in India and 

Pakistan will recognise their forebears and be proud. 

 

I loved David Omissi’s meticulous Indian Voices of the Great War (1999). I found within its 

pages a letter sent from Risaldar Major Amar Singh, whom readers of Major Tom’s War will 

encounter many times. It reads: 

What news can I give you but the following: Many bridegrooms whose 

thoughts were with their brides have passed away. Many other men have 

struggled with death like fluttering pigeons. Their widows are weeping, since 

nothing but sorrow remains for them on earth. Many who were met by the 

cannon’s blast have passed silently beyond, as one sails away in a ship. 

Whether this is a quotation from a poet (which I suspect it is) or are words of his own, their 

use demonstrates the intelligence of this devout man who was Tom’s friend and comrade and 

acted as Granthi to the Sikhs on the Western Front. His letter passed the censors. Many 

others, less metaphorically critical, did not. 

 

It was Tom’s unlucky fate to be the officer in charge of more than one execution. We tend to 

think of executions in terms of the victim without giving much thought to their impact on the 

often-reluctant executioner. For corroborative details on this horrific duty of my 

grandfather’s, I referred a good deal to this sobering read: Blindfold and Alone: British 

Military Executions in the Great War written by Cathryn Corns and John Hughes-Wilson 

(2002). 

 

There are so many good non-fiction books jostling for fifth place but again I am going to be 

controversial. If the last time you read Great War poetry was at school, it is high time you 

read it again. Poetry and military history fiction can shed a vivid light on the realities of army 

life: just read Brian Gardner’s Up the Line to Death: the War Poets 1914 – 1918 if you need 

convincing! 
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A book I would like to see written – whether as fiction or non-fiction - is one which charts in 

detail the post-Great War life of one of the valiant professional Indian Army soldiers who 

fought so bravely for their colonial overlords during the Great War, only to be caught up in 

the Jallianwala Bagh massacre (also known as the Massacre at Amritsar) on 13 April 1919. It 

is such a breathtakingly short time after the war ended – just five short months later. This 

simple ‘what happened next?’ is so often missing from our understanding of human conflict. 

How did ordinary people carry on afterwards? How did it change them? What happened to 

this man, and to his family? It was a shameful betrayal to which Tom, my grandfather, must 

have reacted with grief and rage.  
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If you have not met us before, who are we? 
 

Founded in 1921, we are one of Britain’s oldest military history 

societies. Our purpose is to encourage the study of the history and 

traditions of the British Army from the late middle ages to modern 

times. 

 

Our main activity is the publication of a quarterly peer-reviewed 

Journal reflecting the members’ interests and the results of their own 

research. We also hold regular speaking events and public lectures. 

To recognise outstanding research in British military history, the 

society awards the prestigious SAHR Templer Medal Book Prize as 

well as a number of lesser prizes and research grants. 

 

 
Please, why not join us? 

 
www.sahr.co.uk 

 

www.linkedin.com/in/societyarmyhistoricalresearch 

 

www.facebook.com/SAHR1921 

 

@societyarmy 
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