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Universities, Research and China’s Military 
Modernisation

Philip Keller

Introduction
China’s higher education system has experienced rapid changes over the last two decades. 
Traditional analyses of the education systems of developing countries tend to focus on the 
economic and social implications of improved education. However, ongoing interest in China’s 
defence spending and military modernisation raises questions about the relationship between 
China’s maturing academic community and its national defence.

This article aims to answer three questions. First, what is the Chinese Government’s view of 
higher education as it relates to defence and military matters? Second, how has China shaped 
its education policies in furthering its defence research and development (R&D)? And third, 
how has China adapted its academic system to improve professional military education?

Background
Beijing has invested heavily in reforming and building up the nation’s institutions of higher 
education over the last two decades. The root of these reforms date to China’s opening up in 
1978. However, the last two decades have seen a planned acceleration of education reforms. In 
1995, for example, China started its ‘Project 211’ to improve 100 Chinese universities by 2010, 
committing over US$1.25 billion to the initiative. In 1998, ‘Project 985’ was launched, aimed 
at developing a dozen ‘world class’ universities, with China’s education minister asserting that 
the project’s plan was to expand the global influence of Chinese education.1 

The most stunning trend in Chinese higher education has been the sheer output. In 1995, 
Chinese colleges and universities issued about 650,000 bachelor degrees; by 2007, this 
number had increased to 4.5 million.2 Nevertheless, Chinese college graduates are still a small 
percentage of its 1.3 billion citizens. 

The improvements in China’s education system occurred during a period of military 
modernisation. China’s recent military modernisation has roots in Western military operations 
during the 1990s and 2000s. During these two decades, Beijing witnessed the US military’s 
capability to apply technology on the battlefield, with US and allied operations in Iraq, Kosovo 
and Afghanistan particularly verifying fears of its own outdated military.3 

Since then, and in support of China’s military development, the People’s Liberation Army’s 
(PLA) University of Foreign Languages has developed a Chinese translation of the US 
Department of Defense’s Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms, which ‘explain[s] new 
ideas and concepts in military science, diplomacy, engineering, meteorology, communication 
and intelligence’.4 
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Historical relationship between universities and the PLA
China has connected research at academic institutions to military affairs and national defence 
since at least the 1980s. The roots of this policy date to 1978, at the National Science Conference 
in China. At this forum, Chinese strategic weapons scientists convinced their leaders of the 
need for a stronger emphasis on the study of science.5 China’s military requirements continue 
to influence academic institutions in China. According to China’s Ministry of Education 
(MOE), the MOE continues to ‘coordinate and supervise higher education institutions in the 
implementation of state key scientific and research programs and national-defense scientific-
tackling [sic] programs’.6 

In the 1980s, Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping institutionalised the relationship between Chinese 
universities and the PLA, while also shifting the PLA’s emphasis from nuclear to conventional 
weapons development. The latter included diversifying defence technology to include 
‘automation, biotechnology, energy, information technology, lasers, new materials, and space 
technology’.7 To achieve progress in these high technology fields, Deng put former weapons 
designers in charge of all science and technology development.8 

In March 1986, this body of research was formalised as the ‘National High-Tech R&D Program’ 
or ‘863 Program’ which, according to China’s Ministry of Science and Technology, aimed ‘to 
achieve breakthroughs in key technical fields that concern the national economic lifeline and 
national security’.9 Originally intended to last 15 years, the program continues to run 25 years 
after its inception.10 

US policy makers have noted the connection between China’s academic research priorities and 
the PLA. According to former US Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Evan Feigenbaum, ‘the 
military and its technical programs have also exerted a powerful influence on the course of 
scientific education and training in China’.11 According to Feigenbaum, strategic technology 
programs ‘constitute a critical link between purely domestic economic policy agendas and the 
international strategic concerns so central to Chinese decision-makers’.12 

China’s education policy and access to foreign research
In addition to prioritising domestic university R&D, China has carefully shaped its education 
policies to foster connections with foreign R&D efforts. China shapes its higher education 
policy to maximise opportunities for absorbing knowledge from foreign institutions. The roots 
of this philosophy are reflected in a phrase coined by Zhang Zhidong in the 1880s, namely 
‘Chinese learning for morality, Western learning for utility’.13 As early as the 1980s, China placed 
emphasis on sending graduate students abroad in order for them to return with professional 
skills.14 Recent trends indicate the continuing focus on science and engineering fields. 

In the 1990s, the number of students sent abroad by China increased rapidly (see Figure 1), 
with emphasis on ‘harness[ing] the vast scientific potential represented by the large community 
of Chinese researchers working overseas’.15 Between the 1980s and 1990s, Chinese expatriate 
students shifted from studying languages to science and engineering, suggesting China is on 
better footing for engaging foreign scientific communities.16 Needless to say, Chinese R&D in 
both military and civilian industries will stand to benefit.
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Figure 1: Chinese Graduate Students Studying Abroad
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Source: National Bureau of Statistics of China, China Statistical Yearbook 2008: see 
<http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/n> accessed 15 March 2012.

Chinese education policy is designed to encourage foreign study. In 2002, China ended a policy 
that required students to work in China for five years before pursuing graduate education 
abroad.17 Beijing also established a scholarship program aimed at helping Chinese students 
earn doctoral degrees in the US, UK, France, Japan and Germany.18 

Chinese language curriculum requirements are also designed to facilitate study abroad. In the 
1970s, most Chinese university students studied Russian but the majority now study English.19 
According to J.R. Cowan, a scholar specialising in Chinese education:

… the Chinese view English primarily as a necessary tool which can facilitate access to modern 
scientific and technological advances, and secondarily as a vehicle to promote commerce 
and understanding between the People’s Republic of China and countries where English is a 
major language.20 

English language skills are important to the Chinese Government, as evidenced by the Ministry 
of Education’s inclusion of an oral English exam in China’s college entrance exam.21 Similarly, 
the Chinese Army’s military academies include English-language examination in their entrance 
exam, which constitutes 17 per cent of the grade.22

China’s facilitation of foreign study through scholarships and language preparation would not 
help its human capital if expatriate students did not return to China. Hence, China encourages 
their return through a financial incentive program, as well as its ‘Spring Sunshine Program’, 
which assists returning students in finding a job.23 

Unsurprisingly, a number of these returning students are directed towards Chinese defence 
research. According to Tai Ming Cheung, a scholar who specialises in the relationship between 
technology and China’s defence, ‘expanding access to foreign technological knowledge, 
products, and practices, both in the military and civilian sectors, has had far-reaching impacts 
in promoting the technological development of the Chinese defense innovation system in 
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the reform era’.24 He notes that the Chinese also have an interest in ‘acquiring and absorbing 
foreign technology that complements and supports indigenous weapons R&D’.25

Adapting the Western model for military R&D
In addition to fostering academic relationships with foreign universities, which may benefit 
both civilian and military industries, China has adapted a Western model for defence research 
at universities. The close relationship between China’s academic community and the PLA 
includes using research laboratories to develop defence technology. According to a US 
Government report, ‘the PRC’s defense industrial policy has integrated military and civilian 
efforts, including work at military and civilian universities’.26 This is not unique to China; the 
US spends millions on defence research at its universities. 

China’s interest in leveraging civilian laboratories for defence technology is modelled after the 
US. According to Wanhua Ma, a Chinese scholar: 

During the late 1980s and early 1990s, the US Federal Government’s financial support of 
university research influenced the scientific research system reform in China. The most commonly 
used examples are the Lawrence Berkley National Laboratory, the Lawrence Livermore National 
Laboratory, and Los Alamos National Laboratory in the University of California system.27 

The laboratories referenced by Wanhua Ma find their roots in the US nuclear weapons 
programs of the Second World War. As the Cold War ended, these laboratories adapted to new 
research areas, such as biotechnology and super-computing. According to the Association of 
American Universities, over 300 US colleges and universities now conduct research for the 
US Department of Defense. Civilian research has benefited US military power, such as where 
‘industrial, academic, and government in-house laboratories produced … radar and sonar, 
synthetic rubber, proximity fuses, the ENIAC [the first computer], and the atomic bomb’.28 US 
success using academic institutions to support defence research suggests that China’s similar 
approach will help modernise the PLA.

Professional military education
Beyond R&D, China’s universities are poised to help it develop a professionalised cadre of 
both commissioned and non-commissioned officers (NCO) with high technology skills, similar 
to the US military.

Chinese leaders recognise that education reforms can provide benefits to China’s military. 
According to China’s Ministry of National Defense, Guo Boxiong, the Vice Chairman of the 
Central Military Commission, noted ‘that college and school education is a vital ingredient of 
military training and likewise a main channel for turning out competent personnel’.29 Beijing 
wants a new, smarter PLA that is technically proficient and educated. 

Thomas Johnson, writing at the US Army War College, has noted that ‘in the latter half of 
the 1990s, technical proficiency and military aptitude have become more valuable than 
political reliability and personal connections’.30 It seems clear that China’s leaders believe 
that improvements to human capital will help the PLA move towards its doctrinal goal of 
fighting ‘informatised’ wars, much like US military capabilities that rely heavily on rapid 
electronic communications. 
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The respected defence commentators Anthony Cordesman and Martin Kleiber contend that 
China’s military strategy hinges on two basic principles: ‘active defence’ and ‘localised wars 
under conditions of informationisation’.31 According to a US Department of Defense report, 
‘The Military Power of the People’s Republic of China 2005’32, the first principle refers to China 
developing its military to counter potential and perceived threats. This is a rather intuitive 
principle, since a nation’s military is generally intended for defence. 

The second principle is more relevant to universities and their relationship with military 
modernisation. It expresses China’s inclination towards what the US calls ‘net-centric warfare’ 
and ‘information warfare’, embodying Beijing’s recognition that high technology is a deciding 
factor on the battlefield. The same report states that ‘this new concept sums up China’s 
experiences and assessments of the implications of the revolution in military affairs—primarily 
the impact of information technology and knowledge-based warfare on the battlefield’.33 This 
view suggests that the PLA will need more officers familiar with high technology to succeed 
at the new military strategy.

It is also evident that China’s military modernisation will be education intensive. In 1995, 
Chang Mengxiong, a Chinese scholar, wrote:

Warfare in general will not only become more a mental than a physical contest in which the 
technology content is high, but this will also be the case in limited warfare and even in soldier-
to-soldier combat. This means that the education and technical skills of military officers in the 
future information society will have to be higher than that those of civilians; otherwise, even with 
information-intensified weapons, defeat in war will be possible.34 

The PLA’s military modernisation will rely heavily on China’s academic institutions for 
education and R&D. Without China’s increased investments in education, the PLA would not 
have sufficient human capital or organic technology capability to fully modernise. According 
to Justin Liang and Sarah Snyder, writing for the US Army War College, ‘as systems become 
more complex and gaps between PLA service programs widen, the human elements of 
China’s military—officer training, education and mobilisation—have become an increasingly 
important part of the modernization equation’.35 This view implies that the PLA needs high 
technology and, moreover, personnel who can successfully use it in order to pose a challenge 
to foreign powers. 

The quality of education of the PLA may affect how China uses its military power in the 
future. China’s military modernisation needs educated personnel in order to implement new 
doctrine, utilise new technology to wage war, and grow as a military power. According to a 
US Government report in 2006, the PLA’s capabilities were ‘not as great as its inventory of 
weapons alone might suggest’, because of shortcomings in ‘well-educated and well-trained 
personnel’, among other factors.36 

To address this issue, China has been reforming its military academies in order to produce better 
military leaders. Since 1978, education has become more important to military education than 
Marxist-Leninist ideology.37 In the last decade, the PLA’s emphasis on a ‘smarter officer’ has 
become even more apparent. According to the defence scholar Kristen Gunness: 

… a fundamental imperative that undergirds nearly all of the PLA’s aspirations is the requirement 
to produce and train a ‘new PLA officer’ with the requisite education and technological savvy to 
fight the ‘new type of war’ that Chinese strategists believe they will face in the future.38 



108

China has also implemented educational reforms that directly address the issue by leveraging 
civilian institutions. For example, in order to bring in more educated officers, the PLA has 
set up recruitment stations on civilian university campuses.39 In June 2009, the PLA raised its 
maximum age for enlistees to 24, in order to enable enlistment of recent college graduates, 
who receive a refund of their college tuition and preferred placement at graduate schools 
following their military service.40 This approach is similar to the US military’s GI Bill, which 
provides tuition assistance for veterans. These simple reforms will permit the PLA to benefit 
from China’s investment in civilian universities over the past 15 years. 

China has also developed a new educational pipeline that utilises civilian universities to produce 
educated military officers. This program is called the ‘National Defense Education Program’,41 

which began in 2000. According to China’s Xinhua News Agency, approximately 65,000 PLA 
reserve officers were educated at civilian colleges as part of China’s efforts ‘using science 
and technology to strengthen the army’.42 By 2006, the ‘National Defense Education Program’ 
included 116 schools and incorporated ‘military training and field exercises into high-school 
and university coursework’.43 According to Liu Bin, the PLA General Political Department’s 
director of the officer training bureau, Chinese universities involved in the program have a 
special fund for a combined, year-round academic and military education. 

Ultimately, the PLA plans to have 60 per cent of its officers educated through these programs, 
instead of military academies.44 According to the Liang and Snyder, approximately half of the 
PLA’s officers already come from civilian universities, mostly with backgrounds in engineering.45 
This suggests that the PLA is succeeding at using civilian institutions to equip itself with better 
educated officers for fighting modern wars. 

A number of commentators have observed that China’s ‘National Defense Education Program’ 
is modelled after the ‘Reserve Officer Training Corps’ (ROTC) scheme in the US, a common 
military training program at many US universities. A brief analysis of the benefits that ROTC 
programs provide to the US military may provide an indication of how, if at all, the ‘National 
Defense Education Program’ will change the PLA. 

In the US, civilian institutions are viewed as a valuable source of education for military officers. 
Between 1996 and 2005, around half of all new US Air Force officers were ROTC graduates.46 
Although ROTC programs are the same duration as any bachelor degree, the programs can 
be flexible in the number of officers they supply to the military. Unlike military academies, 
which are fixed in size, ROTC programs can easily change by admitting more or fewer civilian 
students. As long as they can recruit candidates, they can produce a desired number of officers. 
Since China has essentially created a clone of the ROTC program, it could be concluded that 
future wars will put less of a strain on the PLA’s officer corps. This may make Chinese military 
more resilient in future wars, as they have developed a flexible method for creating educated 
military officers.

In addition to commissioned officers, China’s investments in education are having a positive 
effect on the PLA’s NCO corps. Improvements to China’s education infrastructure are providing 
the PLA with the human capital necessary to raise the standards for its NCOs. The PLA intends 
to develop smarter, more professional NCOs who can act as ‘strategic tacticians’, with the 
education and training to better utilise strategic principles in influencing and informing their 
battlefield decision-making.47 
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The Chinese military now requires NCOs to have a professional certification. The PLA has 
also leveraged the growing number of students attending degree programs.48 After partial 
completion of their studies, these students can join the PLA for two years and serve as an 
NCO. Since China’s civilian universities include some military education for all students, 
students who enlist in the PLA can bypass some training, saving the PLA time and money. At 
the same time, they bring their knowledge, skills, and abilities from school to bear on the 
PLA’s modernisation. These students are rewarded upon returning to their civilian schools, 
receiving full tuition reimbursement.49 In order to compete with the job market for educated 
personnel, the PLA also recently raised salaries 80-100 per cent for NCOs, which will help the 
PLA retain qualified personnel as it modernises.50 

These ‘smarter’ soldiers are expected to help the PLA transition towards its goal of fighting 
modern wars. The PLA’s new policies on NCO education may also increase Chinese leaders’ 
confidence that the PLA’s human capital is comparable to that of the US military. When 
combined with their improvements to command staff and commissioned officer educational 
requirements, the policies testify to the PLA becoming a ‘smarter’ army. 

This may factor into any future confrontation with the US, as a more capable PLA may lower 
the threshold for confrontation by increasing Chinese leaders’ confidence in their military 
capabilities compared to the US. Conversely, a better-educated PLA may decrease the risk 
of confrontation by providing China’s civilian leaders with better informed analysis of the 
consequences of military action. It could also increase the credibility of the Chinese military in 
Asia, increasing China’s regional influence and deterrent capability.

Conclusion
Statements made by Chinese officials, military leaders and scholars suggest that China views 
its higher education system as integral to its military modernisation. Chinese national policy 
places a high priority on aspects of academic research and higher education that may benefit 
its military. This is similar to US approaches to military-academic relations that preceded the 
Second World War.

China has shaped its university research laboratories to be similar to the weapons 
development laboratories of the US. The successful record of the US in using academia to 
bolster military development implies that China’s military modernisation will benefit from 
this research relationship. In addition to domestic research efforts, China has carefully crafted 
its higher education system to encourage the export of students and subsequent importation 
of knowledge gathered during their overseas studies. This has been a product of deliberate 
education policies in the areas of financial incentives and language curriculum.

Finally, the Chinese military has learned to apply the Western model of professional military 
education to the PLA. The PLA aims to leverage civilian investments in the university system to 
benefit the development of a professional cadre of technically-skilled commissioned officers. 
The Chinese have also re-shaped their military NCO corps to benefit from higher education, 
aiming to have a modern, high technology military like that of the US and its allies.

Philip Keller is an operations analyst at Analytic Services Inc., a public service research institute 
in the United States. He is also a graduate of Missouri State University’s Defense and Strategic 
Studies department.
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Book reviews

The Shaping of Grand Strategy:  
policy, diplomacy and war

Williamson Murray, Richard Hart Sinnreich and James Lacey (eds.) 
Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 2011 
ISBN: 978-0-5211-5633-2

Reviewed by Squadron Leader Travis Hallen, RAAF

For the editors of this book, ‘grand strategy is a matter involving great states and great states 
alone’. However, understanding grand strategy—‘the nexus of political and military strategy’—
is critical to any sovereign state’s success on the international stage; relative ‘greatness’ only 
changes the potential influence of a nation’s strategic actions. 

If the reader can adjust their frame of reference and look past the book’s aim of providing 
historical lessons for modern American policy makers, they will appreciate this excellent 
collection of essays on the strategy of leaders from Louis XIV to Truman, as an excellent 
introduction to the interaction between policy, diplomacy and military action in shaping the 
fate of any nation.

Readers can be forgiven for believing that lessons with relevance to the modern audience 
would be limited, given the differences in strategic situation between today and 17th century 
France, Bismarckian Germany or even inter-war Britain. However, the editors’ emphasis on 
analysing the processes that have shaped 300 years of strategic decision-making, rather than 
on the decisions themselves, has focused the contributing authors on drawing out lessons of 
statecraft and strategy that have enduring relevance, irrespective of a nation’s geographic or 
political position. 

The book’s starting point is the grand siécle of Louis XIV. Lynn’s examination of Louis’ 
strategy during his 72-year reign establishes a number of themes that are developed through 
subsequent chapters; notably the folly of unilateralism, the role of reputation, the need for 
strategic flexibility, the importance of the narrative, and the chimerical nature of absolute 
security. Although the strategic environment evolved over the course of the periods examined, 
the underlying importance of these themes has remained constant, and the quality and 
insightfulness of Lynn’s analysis of 17th century Europe means it is difficult for the reader not 
to refer back to it to appreciate some of the lessons identified by the other authors.

For Louis XIV, as for most leaders, the security of his regime was of paramount importance. 
Lynn’s chapter stresses this, stating that France’s position—‘almost in the middle of the most 
considerable powers of Christendom’—made the quest for absolute security a key driver 
behind France’s strategic policy. Unfortunately, Louis’ decision to ‘protect his frontiers, not by 
alliances, but instead with stone and iron’, coupled with his inability—or unwillingness—to 
control the strategic narrative, led defensive actions, such as the seizure of Luxembourg in 
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1684, to be viewed by other powers as a quest for imperial aggrandisement. The result was 
nearly continuous conflict during Louis’ reign.

Lynn’s description of Louis’ ill-considered unilateralism is placed in stark relief by Jones’ analysis 
of the skilful statesmanship of Bismarck. Jones portrays Bismarck as the ultimate pragmatist, 
focused on the long-term goal on ensuring the security of the Prussian regime, stating that 
‘Bismarck’s genius ... lay not in his adherence to a systematic program or plan but in his expert 
navigation of uncertain events through intuition and broad experience’. 

Nowhere is this pragmatism more evident than in Bismarck’s conflict with Moltke over whether 
to press the offensive onto Vienna following the Prussian success at the Battle of Könnigratz. 
Where the military saw tactical and operational success, Bismarck saw strategic failure in the 
decline of Austria, leading to instability in Eastern Europe, and Prussian growth provoking 
‘the involvement of other major powers’. Underpinning this Bismarckian pragmatism was 
the belief that ‘[a]bsolute security is a foolish illusion in the history of strategic affairs’. This 
understanding of and focus on managing the strategic implications of unfolding events defined 
Jones’ Bismarck as one of history’s most successful strategists and a role model for modern 
policy makers.

Bismarck’s exit from the grand strategic stage marked the beginning of a chain of events that 
would ultimately lead to the outbreak of the First World War. For Britain in particular, the 
end of the European ‘concert’, the rise in colonial competition, and changes in the balance of 
power—not just in Europe but also in Asia and the Pacific—marked the beginning of the end 
of British imperial power. 

The book’s final four essays track this decline and the corresponding growth of American 
power and influence. What is significant in this analysis of post-Bismarck strategy is the 
influence of democracy on the states being considered. Although democracy plays a major role 
in the power and stability of the British and American state, it poses a number of challenges 
to strategists, most notably the requirement to manage the strategic narrative in the domestic 
as well as the international political arena. 

First raised by Black in his examination of British strategic culture during the Seven Years’ 
War, public support is identified as a key consideration for strategic policy development in 
democratic regimes. Sinnriech identifies this relationship when dealing with pre-First World 
War British policy, stating:

… given the impact of public sentiment on policy making in a democracy, nothing is more 
essential to strategic success than political consensus on the geopolitical, economic, and military 
conditions in which statesmen pursue grand strategy.

Inter-war politics reinforced the complexity of this challenge as British politicians struggled to 
balance war-weariness and economic depression with the growing threat of a resurgent Nazi 
Germany. This balance proved too difficult and, as Murray points out in his chapter on British 
grand strategy between 1933 and 1942, ‘British leaders consistently failed to address grand 
strategy in the 1930s’. The result of this failure was ‘Appeasement’, a resoundingly popular 
policy at the time, but now seen as the exemplar of grand strategic ineptitude. 
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Hitler’s unrelenting push for European hegemony would eventually force British policy makers—
led by Winston Churchill, himself not without blame for Britain’s lack of preparedness—out of 
their strategic lethargy. In his analysis of Churchill’s subsequent success at the strategic level, 
Murray highlights Churchill’s Bismarckian pragmatism and control of the narrative to suit his 
needs. The staunch anti-Communist’s willingness to support the Soviet war effort against 
Hitler, and the decision to attack French ships in North Africa, are used by Murray as examples 
of Churchill’s focus on ends rather than the means in his decision-making process. However, 
it was Churchill’s ability to manage the domestic narrative both in the UK and US that offers 
the most interesting insight provided by Murray. Churchill and Roosevelt both understood the 
importance of the American public’s role in achieving an Allied victory.

Roosevelt’s challenges differed markedly from those of his British counterpart. Lacey’s 
examination of American strategy between 1940 and 1943 highlights Roosevelt’s ability to 
first ‘manipulate’ an isolationist public and legislature to provide invaluable support to the 
British, while remaining within the bounds of US ‘neutrality’, and, once the US had entered the 
war, to manage the conflicting operational priorities of the European and Pacific campaigns. 
Roosevelt’s deft management of these political and military challenges to craft what on its face 
appeared a coherent national strategy was critical to the eventual Allied victory. However, Lacey 
closes his chapter by noting that Roosevelt ‘never really had a firm idea of exactly what kind 
of world he wanted to bring forth during the postwar era’. Managing the Allied victory, as it 
were, would be the responsibility for the final statesman examined in the book, Harry Truman.

Gray’s chapter on the shaping of American Cold War strategy leaves the reader with the 
impression that Truman was an accidental statesman who, through no small amount of luck, 
managed to get ‘the “big things” right enough’. Unlike in the analysis of statesmen in previous 
chapters, Gray’s analysis of Truman highlights the nature of strategy as a collective concept, 
for as the saying goes ‘the enemy gets a vote’. According to Gray’s assessment of the Cold 
War, ‘most of the architecture of post-war Western security was constructed with large bricks 
representing egregious errors by Stalin’. Truman’s strength lay in his sound judgment and 
willingness to trust his capable lieutenants in the development and execution of strategic policy.

While the editors of this book argue that it is the ‘great states’ that bear the burden of grand 
strategy, the reader cannot help but draw the conclusion that it is in fact the men and women  
behind the states that are the key. The influence of a leader’s personality on shaping grand 
strategy shines through in each chapter of this well written and well researched book. From 
the megalomania of Louis XIV, to the ‘charismatically ordinary’ Truman, it is the way in which 
the leaders of ‘great states’, and their lieutenants, view the world and their place in it that 
shapes the strategic world in which we live. After reading The Shaping of Grand Strategy, the 
reader can’t help but wonder how the names of Obama, Romney, Putin, Hu and Xi may be 
reflected in the years to come.
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Fighting for Afghanistan: a rogue historian at war

Sean M. Maloney 
Naval Institute Press: Annapolis, 2011 
ISBN: 978-1-5911-4509-7

Reviewed by Lieutenant Colonel Gavin Keating, Australian Army

One of the keys to successful counterinsurgency operations is in understanding the perspectives 
of the key actors involved, be they the insurgents, the counterinsurgents or the prize for which 
they vie, the local population. The perspectives of the Western counterinsurgents fighting in 
the latest war in Afghanistan were influenced, at least initially, by the experiences of previous 
foreign interventions, notably by British and Russian forces. 

For many, however, it is the US’ experience of the last ten years that has dominated the 
current Western perspective, notwithstanding that the perspectives of smaller contributors 
are naturally also shaped by their own particular experiences. Sean Maloney’s Fighting for 
Afghanistan: a rogue historian at war provides a uniquely Canadian perspective on operations 
conducted in southern Afghanistan during the summer of 2006. As the book makes clear, this 
was a particularly critical time in the evolution of the campaign, as NATO moved to expand its 
presence in the country while confronting a revitalised enemy.

The author is a current professor of history at the Royal Military College of Canada and 
historical adviser to the Canadian Chief of the Land Staff for the war in Afghanistan. Fighting 
for Afghanistan is his third book outlining his experiences in the country. The first two cover 
the period 2003 to 2005 but Maloney writes ‘for me nothing will ever match the drama and 
the violence of that long, hot dangerous summer of 2006’. 

Maloney focuses specifically on two organisations. The first is Combined Task Force (CTF) 
AEGIS, a Canadian-led multinational brigade headquarters charged with commanding Regional 
Command South (RC South). The RC South area of operations at this time covered the provinces 
of Kandahar, Helmand, Nimroz, Zabul, Uruzgan and Daykundi. Kandahar and Helmand, in 
particular, remain key locations for the Taliban insurgency. By 2005, NATO’s expansion of 
its operations in Afghanistan was in threat of stalling, as many of its member nations were 
reluctant to accept the risks associated with operating in the south. 

CTF AEGIS, commanded by Brigadier General David Fraser, was Canada’s contribution to filling 
this void. It was a marked departure for a country which had traditionally associated itself 
with UN peacekeeping operations. CTF AEGIS eventually commanded five battle groups from 
five separate nations (US, UK, Romania, Netherlands and Canada). Maloney’s second focus is 
on Task Force (TF) ORION, the Canadian mounted battle group, based on the 1st Battalion, 
Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry. TF ORION also included the Canadian Provincial 
Reconstruction Team stationed in Kandahar. 
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The aim of Maloney’s book is to ‘capture the brigade-battle group “slice” of the action: what 
it was like to fight in Afghanistan, how the two commanders envisioned the campaign, and 
what actually happened on the ground’. He certainly succeeds in achieving these objectives. 
A large proportion of the book is spent describing in detail TF ORION’s operations throughout 
southern Afghanistan, a number of which were designed to support the deployment of Dutch 
forces into Uruzgan and British forces into Helmand. 

Of particular note is the section on the battle of Pashmul in Zharey, in early July 2006, which 
was the Canadian Army’s first battalion-sized action since the Korean War. During the attack, 
Maloney was embedded with one of the assault companies and his description of the ensuing 
fight, against a well-entrenched Taliban force of company strength, clearly benefits from his 
virtual participation in the combat. Commander CTF AEGIS subsequently banned him from 
observing operations below battle-group headquarters level. Likewise, his description of 
surviving a vehicle-borne improvised explosive device attack on a Canadian convoy transiting 
through Kandahar city is compelling. 

His broader comments on CTF AEGIS’s conduct of operations are astute and show the benefits of 
an academically trained and relatively detached observer having wide access to key commanders 
and their staffs. Maloney describes in detail the difficulties associated with understanding the 
intricacies of local Afghan politics and the dynamic interrelationships between the numerous 
local actors, particularly within Kandahar city. His comment on the problem of distinguishing 
between Taliban and criminal violence in the south—and that the ‘Kennedy assassination was 
straightforward compared to all this’—deserves to be quoted extensively. 

The second and third order effects of pressures placed on the Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction 
Team, to be seen to produce instant development results, are also insightful. The description 
of ‘Emergency Response Program’ money as development ‘heroin’ (‘short-term glow, long-
term pain’) neatly depicts one such issue. Others issues, such as generally poor coordination 
between special forces and conventional operations, the tensions between counternarcotics 
and counterinsurgency efforts, the pressures associated with applying rules of engagement 
and the security risks associated with cooperating with the Afghan National Security Forces 
(particularly the police) are all well covered.

Many of the topics featured in Maloney’s narrative are not, however, particularly unique to 
the Canadian experience in Afghanistan. What distinguishes his account from many others, 
and makes it particularly interesting for Australian readers, are his insights into the difficulties 
of a medium power providing formation-level leadership in a coalition dominated by larger 
nations. Fraser reported to the US major general commanding Combined Joint Task Force 76 
(CJTF 76), encompassing both RC South and RC East. 

It was at times an uneasy relationship, particularly in the beginning, when the different 
national approaches to formation operations clashed. Fraser’s job was made more difficult 
by the instructions of the Canadian Chief of Defence Staff to ‘help repair relations with the 
Americans’ at a time when they were ‘wounded in a way’ not seen since the Iranian Revolution. 
Maloney compares what he believes was the CJTF 76 campaign plan of ‘sanctuary denial’ to 
the multi-pronged Canadian approach of focusing on improving governance, and securing the 
population while building increased Afghan capacity to do so, and improving the delivery of 
development initiatives. As he comments, while both approaches ultimately tried to achieve 
the same aim, access to the enabling resources dictated which methods were given priority. 
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The difficulties experienced by the Canadians in gaining fixed wing and rotary wing aviation 
support are mentioned on a number of occasions, a situation that the author notes was 
exacerbated by his own Government’s reluctance to deploy integral helicopter support. 
Maloney also believes that because CTF AEGIS lay largely outside the US system, its ability 
to influence the deployment of Afghan National Army units to RC South was severely limited. 

The book also comments on the difficulties of managing the multinational aspects of ISAF’s 
operations within RC South itself. The significant military and national cultural differences 
between the contributing nations ‘could sometimes be as deep as the differences between 
Westerners and Afghans’ and required ‘a leadership style more like Eisenhower’s than Patton’s’. 
Maloney is particularly critical of the British contribution to RC South’s operations. 2006 saw 
a substantial build up of British forces in southern Afghanistan, including TF HELMAND, based 
on the 3rd Battalion, Parachute Regiment (3 Para), and BRITFOR, the national command and 
logistics element. 

Ostensibly TF HELMAND was commanded by CTF AEGIS but the relationships between 
these organisations, and between AEGIS and BRITFOR were, in Maloney’s opinion, seriously 
marred by personality conflicts and British domestic political pressures. He assesses that the 
initial British deployment was predicated on a fundamental misunderstanding of the security 
environment and that the ‘precarious British position in Helmand [throughout much of 2006] 
was propped up on several occasions by both Canadian and American forces brought in from 
elsewhere’. These comments make for interesting reading when compared against some of the 
narratives that have emerged from the British perspective, such as that produced by the then 
Commanding Officer of 3 Para. 

Fighting for Afghanistan is written in an informal but highly readable style, and is interspersed 
with considerable humour. Maloney openly acknowledges that his story is highly personal and 
not ‘traditional narrative’. His esteem for his Canadian military colleagues is clearly evident 
throughout. He closes his acknowledgments by stating that ‘Fighting for Afghanistan is the 
best I can do to put you into the fight, so you can see our people in action in one of the 
toughest combat environments in the world’. Maloney’s book is just one of an ever growing 
number that contribute to providing different perspectives on the present war in Afghanistan. 
The fact that this particular perspective is provided by a ‘rogue historian’, from a nation that 
‘punched above its weight’, makes it all the more valuable.
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The Valley’s Edge: a year with the Pashtuns  
in the heartland of the Taliban

Daniel R. Green 
Potomac Books: Dulles Virginia, 2012 
ISBN: 978-1-5979-7694-7 

Reviewed by Dr Ian Wing 

This is a personal memoir of a relatively young and idealistic man who served two tours of 
duty in Afghanistan. His first, in 2005-06, was as a US Department of State political adviser to 
a provincial reconstruction team located at Tarin Kowt. His second, in 2009-11, was as a US 
Navy officer serving in the US Embassy in Kabul. 

The bulk of the book takes place in and around Tarin Kowt, in Oruzgan province, during 
Green’s first tour of duty. This makes the book of particular relevance to ADF personnel who 
wish to improve their understanding of Australia’s primary area of operations in Afghanistan. 

Military history—and military memoirs in particular—tend to be rather dry and even boring. 
This is not the case with The Valley’s Edge. Green writes in a fast-moving and conversational 
style that makes the book readable and accessible. He paints a vivid picture of the early stages 
of the development of the international effort at Tarin Kowt. He introduces each person 
that he encounters with a pithy anecdote or short description that brings them to life for 
the reader. Selected black-and-white photos contribute to the reader’s appreciation of the 
situation. When colleagues and locals are killed, the reader gains a genuine feeling of empathy 
from the author. 

The book reveals that many of the operations conducted in Afghanistan were outstandingly 
successful. But others have been plagued with disappointments. Green points to unrealistic 
expectations and a lack of resources as the main problems. Other issues that receive attention 
are corruption, threats of violence and a lack of cultural awareness. Green doesn’t pull any 
punches in his descriptions of some of his colleagues.

Green spends considerable time describing the Afghan political situation and the leading 
Pashtun figures who were operating in Oruzgan during his tour. He vividly describes how the 
Taliban steadily gained in strength and how, as a result, provincial security declined. The book 
also provides a brief description of the challenges experienced by the Dutch and Australian 
units when they arrived at Tarin Kowt in 2006. It also mentions some of their engagements 
with the Taliban. 

The final chapter of the book covers Green’s return to Afghanistan after three years elsewhere. 
Green recounts his return visits to Tarin Kowt and comments approvingly on the progress that 
had made with provincial security. Despite this progress, Green takes a negative tone in his 
prognosis for Afghanistan. 
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The book closes with two appendices and a useful index. Appendix A provides some thought-
provoking ideas on Afghan politics in Oruzgan. Appendix B provides a counterinsurgency 
political strategy for Oruzgan province that was prepared in 2006. Although somewhat dated, 
the second appendix is likely to strongly resonate with ADF personnel who continue to 
undertake counterinsurgency operations in that area.

This book is recommended for ADF personnel who have served in Afghanistan and those who 
are yet to deploy. 

Fire Support Bases Vietnam: 
Australian and allied fire support base locations  
and main support units

Bruce Picken 
Big Sky Publishing: Newport NSW, 2012 
ISBN: 978-1-9219-4154-2

Reviewed by Dr Noel Sproles

Fire bases were an integral part of the Vietnam experience for most members of the 1st 
Australian Task Force (1ATF). Their very mention brings back memories of noise, heat and 
lack of sleep, as well as dust or mud, dependent on the season. To those who experienced 
them, their very mention is as evocative of the Vietnam War as is the sight or sound of a 
Huey helicopter. But despite this, detailed discussion of fire bases is rarely to be found in 
the volumes of the official history of Australia’s involvement in Vietnam. Fire Support Bases 
Vietnam is an attempt to fill this gap in our military history by naming and describing all the 
fire bases occupied by 1ATF from 1965 to 1971. As well, it includes those fire bases of our 
allies which were used to support 1ATF operations in this period.

The author’s aim is to provide a guide for those wishing to locate the fire bases on the ground 
before all evidence of their existence disappears. In the process, he also aims to describe how 
the fire bases supported operations in the field. Along with the fast disappearing physical 
evidence, fading memories make it difficult to remember all the details of where, when and 
why fire bases were established. Probably with this in mind, the author has been careful in the 
way he structured the book so as to facilitate the search for individual fire bases. 

Each chapter covers six months of operations, and each operation in that period is listed by 
name and placed in the chronological order in which it was mounted. The fire bases used in 
that operation are then recorded along with their grid reference, when they were established, 
and the major units or sub-units which occupied them. This is supported by indexes and 
appendices which reference fire bases, operations, units and areas of operation. The daily 
routine of life on a fire base is briefly described and good quality black-and-white photographs 
record activities likely to be seen on a typical fire base.

Considering the intention to facilitate the finding of locations abandoned over four decades 
ago, the use of grid references alone to determine their position is problematic. It assumes 
access to maps of that era which, even if available, would probably be of little use now due 
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to the development that has taken place since the war ended. Supplementing these grid 
references with a coordinate system suitable for use with GPS, or for searching on applications 
such as Google Earth, would have been an improvement. 

To achieve this, the grid references provided must be transformed, which is not a difficult 
process but does require some specialist knowledge. Having done this transformation, and 
using the diagrams available in the official history, I was able to identify on Google Earth the 
position of the weapon pit that I occupied at Fire Base Coral in May 1968. I imagine that this is 
similar to what other veterans would want to do, so the time and effort needed to transform 
the grid coordinates would have added significantly to the book’s appeal.

Vietnam veterans and their families may well find this book of more interest than the official 
history. Whereas the latter deals with policy and strategy and outcomes, Fire Support Bases 
Vietnam deals more with the war as experienced by the individual soldier. Not many will recall 
what generals may have discussed between each other on a particular day, but thousands 
will remember the operations they were engaged in and the fire bases they lived on. As a 
result, this book can expect to come under intense scrutiny and be subjected to more detailed 
criticism than most books. It is certainly the approach that I took in reviewing it. In 1968, I 
served ‘outside the wire’ on five of the fire bases mentioned, one on two separate occasions, 
and so concentrated my review on that year and those fire bases. Unfortunately, I feel that the 
book does not stand up well to such scrutiny.

The dust jacket refers to it as a ‘meticulous documentation’ of fire bases, which implies that 
the data has been checked and cross-checked. Instead I found errors of fact concerning two 
of the fire bases I served on. Fire Base Bearcat’s coordinates place it 100 kilometres out of 
position and details of an attack on Fire Base Grey are not as recorded in the Commander’s 
log, a primary reference. Five operations mentioned in the official histories as being mounted 
in 1968 are not mentioned in the book and no explanation for this discrepancy is provided. 
At least one operation is shown as being mounted by a unit different from the one shown in 
the official history. Some of the definitions in the glossary of terms and abbreviations, while 
correct in as far as they go, are incomplete and potentially misleading. There are also errors 
in the terminology used to describe units, including the listing of an Australian unit as a New 
Zealand unit. 

The title to Appendix 9 indicates that it is intended as a list of Australian units only but, 
incongruously, it includes the New Zealand artillery battery. Yet, although two New Zealand 
rifle companies formed part of the Anzac battalions, they are not listed in their own right 
either in this appendix or in that part of the index listing units. Appendix 9 shows a lack 
of thought in its preparation, in not making clear each country’s individual contribution to 
1ATF. However, I could not really see the use for much of it anyway. What was the purpose in 
listing units that never operated from a fire base or in providing a glossary of terms that are 
not critical to the narrative? Removal of such extraneous material would have reduced the 
likelihood of errors and dispute relating to matters irrelevant to the purpose of the book. 

While many of these errors may be more annoying than critical, there are those that are 
significant and go to the credibility of the book. If there are two errors from just five fire bases 
examined, and six discrepancies with the official history over the course of just one year, what 
is there to be discovered in other years and with other fire bases? One result is that these 
errors and omissions, when considered together, reduce the reader’s confidence in the overall 
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reliability of the information presented. Another result is to question why the book, in its 
present state, was included in the Australian Army History Collection, an enterprise ostensibly 
guaranteeing rigour in the work it includes.

Bruce Picken has correctly identified a niche area in our military history that needed to 
be explored. He has organised his book well, making it easy for the reader to track down 
individual fire bases, although providing a modern set of coordinates for them would have 
greatly enhanced his work. I enjoyed searching for ‘my’ fire bases and using Google Earth 
to see what they look like today. If he had spent more effort on some of the finer aspects of 
its presentation, and in a rigorous checking of his data, he could have produced a reference 
work of great value. Not only today’s reader but future generations of historians would have 
applauded him for his effort. His failure to do so has only left him open to unnecessary errors 
that detract from what is essentially a good piece of work. As it stands, this book is a great 
opportunity missed. 

Sub: real life on board with the hidden heroes  
of the Royal Navy’s silent service

Danny Danziger 
Sphere: London, 2011 
ISBN: 978-1-8474-4470-7

Reviewed by Commander Robert Woodham, RAN

This is an engaging read, which paints a comprehensive picture of life as a submariner in the 
Royal Navy, but it is somewhat let down by errors and inconsistencies. The book is structured 
around 39 interviews with members of the ship’s company of HMS Torbay, one of the Royal 
Navy’s Trafalgar-class attack submarines, a couple of wives and girlfriends (the crew is all-male), 
two senior officers who are submariners, a contractor and a US Navy exchange officer. The 
book appears to be based on a transcription of the spoken words of the interviewees, which 
have been nicely crafted by the author to improve readability while retaining the personal feel 
of the spoken word. 

By taking this approach, Danny Danziger has skilfully captured the human stories and provided 
an intriguing insight into the unusual and challenging life of a submariner in the Royal Navy. 
A number of common themes emerge, including the partners struggling with families at 
home, never sure when their men are going to return, and for how long, and the submariners 
whose love for their work overpowers the urge to give it all up. At times, this seems to be a 
compulsion that they cannot even explain themselves. There are touching moments too, and 
humorous interludes, such as Rear Admiral Mark Anderson’s recollection of the informality of 
his early days in diesel boats, which he likens to ‘underwater yachting’.

Through the course of the book, a fair amount of detail emerges on the systems and procedures 
of the Trafalgar-class boats. This spans weapon systems, principally the Tomahawk land-attack 
missiles and heavyweight torpedoes, sensors such as the 2076 sonar suite, the propulsion 
system, atmosphere control, daily domestic routines, and examples of how the submarine is 
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typically employed both on operations and in exercises. By talking about their experiences in 
other classes of submarine, the officers and men of HMS Torbay also provide insights into life 
in the wider submarine community. 

Perhaps inevitably, since the text is based on the spoken word, there are some garbled 
sentences which do not make any sense technically, and it is a shame that these have not been 
re-phrased. One example of this is found in the sonar chief ’s chapter, which contains a short 
section on ocean acoustics, consisting of a meaningless concatenation of jargon. Perhaps 
the author was let down in this regard by the Royal Navy, who presumably vetted the book 
prior to publication. The best example of muddled text is found on the back cover, which 
starts off by describing the Trafalgar-class attack submarines, but wanders into the world of 
the Vanguard-class nuclear missile boats without saying that it has done so. The result is a 
jumbled description of two very different classes of submarine, which nonetheless appears to 
be referring only to the Trafalgar-class. 

The book contains a number of errors too. Examples include the statement that ‘there is 
absolutely no alcohol on board, a rule that exists on every Royal Navy vessel’, which is certainly 
not the case. In any event, this statement is contradicted elsewhere by stories of drinking tots 
of rum and whisky on board, and receiving crates of beer from an American submarine. The 
description of the ocean currents through the Straits of Gibraltar is upside-down, as anyone 
who has watched ‘Das Boot’ will know, and the ceremonial procedure of ‘piping the side’ is 
also incorrectly described. In fairness, most of these errors will probably cause occasional 
irritation to Navy readers, but otherwise pass unnoticed. 

If this book were unearthed in 1,000 years time as the only record of the Royal Navy at the turn 
of the 21st century, it would prove invaluable as a concise and fascinating record of life as a 
submariner, spiced with insights into the broader social history of the time.

Bully Beef & Balderdash:  
some myths of the AIF examined and debunked

Graham Wilson 
Big Sky Publishing: Newport NSW, 2012 
ISBN: 978-1-9219-4156-6

Reviewed by Lex McAulay

It might be a comment on the dearth of Australian military matters left to be examined that 
several books on military myths have appeared in quick succession. 

In Bully Beef & Balderdash, Graham Wilson has selected 12 myths of the AIF and demolished 
each with overwhelming attention to detail. These myths are: 
•	 the C.E.W. Bean creation that the great majority of the ranks of the AIF diggers were 

bushmen, who were natural-born world-class soldiers, rough-riding sharpshooters, who 
were inured to hardship and who took to battle with zest;
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•	 that the AIF was the only all-volunteer force in World War 1; 

•	 that intelligence was non-existent for the Gallipoli landing; 

•	 that the Aussies shot their horses in 1918; 

•	 that the AIF lived on bully beef and biscuits all day every day; 

•	 the Battle of the Wazzir; 

•	 the story of Salvation Army Chaplain William McKenzie; 

•	 that most of the force at Gallipoli was the Anzacs, rather than only a part of an Allied 
operation; 

•	 that Lieutenant Alfred Gaby, VC was exhumed for a photograph; 

•	 that Catholics were barred from winning the Victoria Cross; 

•	 that the AIF was all combat units, with no Australian logistics force in support; and 

•	 Beersheba was the last cavalry charge in history. 

Some of these ‘myths’ already have been dealt with in other books and magazines, with at 
least two in the Australian War Memorial magazine, Wartime. Others, such as McKenzie and 
Gaby, might be known only to World War 1 history enthusiasts. Rather than myths, widely 
current in the population, these last two seem to be merely subjects of dissent among those 
in the military history fraternity. 

Chaplain William McKenzie, who is included in the Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
apparently is the subject of anecdotes mainly repeated by Salvation Army historians, that he 
brought several thousand men to Christ, led charges at Gallipoli armed with a shovel, was 
involved in or was responsible for the ‘Battle of the Wazzir’ riot, and that his award of the 
Military Cross was a very rare distinction for a chaplain. Although Wilson shows none of these 
is true, is McKenzie an ‘AIF myth’ in the sense that he is a household name?

Lieutenant Alfred Gaby was killed on 11 August 1918 and his award of the Victoria Cross was 
made on 28 October. As no photos of him were known to exist at that time, allegedly the 
grave was located and he was exhumed, cleaned, placed in Service Dress, and photographed. 
The reality was that he had been buried for 11 weeks in summer, going into autumn, so 
decomposition certainly would have begun. That anyone would give a moment’s credence 
to the claim that a man—presumably only wrapped in a blanket, buried in warm damp soil 
for that length of time—would still appear ‘intact’ for a photograph indicates a high level of 
gullibility. Apparently debate rages over this, hence its inclusion, but is it of the status of a 
‘myth’ about the AIF?

Given that the subject of the book is mythology of the AIF, one presumes readers already have 
good knowledge of the AIF, so it is unnecessary to include a 42-page history of the AIF, with 
organisation down to company level. 

The ‘natural born world beater’ bushman warrior described in Bean’s volumes has received 
attention over recent decades as it is so obviously false. Wilson easily demolishes this myth, 
with an analysis of the civilian backgrounds of members of infantry and mounted units 
across Australia. Poor marksmanship was a cause for concern and the pre-war effect of the 
government-sponsored rifle clubs and military cadet units as providing a basis of experience 
for times of need was questioned. 
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Again, the allegation that the Gallipoli landing went ahead with little or no intelligence 
information possessed by the planning staffs is shown to be false; intelligence information 
was available and included relatively good reports from aerial reconnaissance. 

Similarly, the ‘Battle of the Wazzir’ is shown by Wilson’s research to have been greatly 
exaggerated at the time and since, often on the basis of letters from soldiers, sometimes 
nowhere near Cairo, repeating hear-say. Relatively few people were involved and the 
disturbance petered out rather than being put down by military force. These two myths are 
worth debunking. 

The claims that ‘ancestor X’ was denied a Victoria Cross because of his religious persuasion is 
along the lines of similar family tales that the recommendation was destroyed in a bombardment 
or the dispatch rider taking it to the rear disappeared in a bombardment, or that the Victoria 
Cross was denied because of his ethnic background. Wilson quickly demolishes this one by 
presenting the known religious denomination of all our World War 1 recipients of the Victoria 
Cross, demonstrating that a total of 15 Catholics are among them, with over 60 awards to 
Catholic British officers and men before World War 1.

The claims about Beersheba as the last cavalry charge deserve demolition and Wilson does 
so thoroughly, pointing out that Polish cavalry actions in 1920 were decisive, that they again 
were in action against the Germans in 1939, and that Italian cavalry was in action in 1942 
against the Soviets. Like the solid achievements of the AIF in 1915-18, Beersheba does not 
need grandiose claims to ensure its place in Australian military history.

The book simply is overloaded with confirmatory detail in each chapter. Whether readers will 
dutifully plough through every table or chart, every quote or extract, when the point has been 
made and re-made, is questionable. For example, in a 62-page chapter on the subject, there 
are ten ration scale tables for different times and places—indefatigable research but over-kill. 
There are ten pages of order of battle of the British and French forces at Gallipoli, down to 
battalion level. As mentioned, 42 pages on the AIF organisation are included.

While South Africa, India and Newfoundland also had all-volunteer forces in World War 1, it is 
necessary only to state that in a sentence for each, with reference to the relevant government 
acts, rather than include 26 pages of detail, including the 1914-18 war experience of the 
Newfoundlanders. This is a book about AIF myths, after all. 

Bully Beef & Balderdash is a monument to painstaking research, over some years, but the book 
is about three times larger than need be to prove the points made in demolishing the selected 
myths. Some do not need a chapter; a paragraph would suffice. Wilson has not only ‘screwed 
and glued’ each presentation to ensure it is solid, but also bolted, bonded, riveted and welded 
each of them. 

Nevertheless, Bully Beef & Balderdash is a contribution to the efforts to clear away the growth 
of exaggerations and plain old yarns that have tended to obscure the defeats, hardships and 
triumphs of the AIF, in the way that Craig Stockings’ Bardia presented that battle in clear view. 
Wilson’s next book deals with the mythology surrounding Simpson, the man with the donkey 
at Gallipoli. 
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Lethality in Combat: a study of the true nature of battle

Tom Lewis 
Big Sky Publishing: Newport NSW, 2012 
ISBN: 978-1-9219-4151-1

Reviewed by John Donovan

During a Memorial Day address in 1884, the American Civil War veteran Oliver Wendell Holmes 
commented that he and his fellow war veterans had ‘shared the incommunicable experience of 
war. In our youths, our hearts were touched with fire’.1

Tom Lewis’ book is addressed largely to those whose hearts have not been ‘touched with fire’. 
He aims to educate them—and particularly those in authority and the very many commentators 
who attempt to influence them—about the realities of war. In this he has a difficult task, as 
few in modern Australia have served in the armed forces, even as reserves, and even fewer 
have been under fire.

Lewis focuses on the role of the armed forces, to defeat their country’s enemies in the shortest 
practicable time and with the minimum of friendly casualties. He notes that minimising enemy 
casualties in the short term might be counter-productive, if a war then becomes extended and 
total friendly and enemy casualties are thus increased. For Lewis, the idea of ‘proportionality’ 
must consider the alternative possibility of greater casualties.

Lewis uses examples from previous wars to demonstrate the essential nature of war, and 
to give readers some understanding of the pressures on soldiers on a battlefield. He shows 
that survival depends on behaviours that many, unaware of battlefield realities, might find 
repugnant. This point was made by George Patton, quoted in the book, when he said to his 
soldiers that ‘Your job is not to die for your country. Your job is to make some poor bastard die 
for his’. This essential point seems lost on some modern community ‘leaders’.

Shooting or bayoneting wounded enemy before passing by them might seem wrong to 
observers who are unaware that wounded enemy have frequently taken up their weapons to 
shoot soldiers who had moved past them. The prevalence of this practice among wounded 
Japanese soldiers during the Pacific war might explain why so few were captured. Ensuring that 
risk is minimised also seems essential when fighting an enemy that favours suicide tactics, or 
does not routinely wear uniforms or display distinguishing marks as required by international 
law. Lewis contends that it is reasonable to kill an enemy who refuses to surrender, to minimise 
the risk to friendly personnel.

Lewis shows that actions sometimes described as desecrating enemy dead (perhaps by kicking 
them) can have a compelling logic, as an alternative to the use of a bullet or bayonet to ensure 
that the enemy soldier is no longer a threat. Some of the other actions he describes, however, 
seem to go beyond battlefield necessity.
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Lewis also demonstrates that there is logic to treating an enemy well, if this treatment might 
ensure that friendly soldiers are also treated well. He does not explore in detail the likelihood 
that this practice will be effective in a war between ideologically irreconcilable enemies, one 
of which is determined to conquer absolutely the other.

Lewis concludes by proposing that international law should reflect the realities of combat, 
rather than an idealised view of human nature. He makes his case forcefully, showing that 
warfare is an ongoing part of the human condition, in which seeking maximum effectiveness 
is the task of the soldier (and sailor and airman and -woman; noting that although the book 
focuses on land combat, there are discussions of naval and air operations). He does, however, 
have a tendency to hammer his point home excessively and the repetition of essentially similar 
stories can cause a degree of mental overload. Well worth reading, despite the difficult style.

NOTES

1. Quoted in Eric Bergerud, Touched with Fire, The Land War in the South Pacific, Viking Penguin: 
New York, 1996.
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On-line book reviews

Camouflage Australia: art, nature, science and war

Ann Elias 
Sydney University Press: Sydney, 2011 
ISBN: 978-1-9208-9973-8

Reviewed by Dr Hank Prunckun

If it were possible to tell the story of the historical development of security, such a study would 
likely show that humans in primitive times initially sought ways to preserve their lives from the 
hazards posed by the wilds of nature. Apart from providing protection from the ravages of the 
elements, physical security no doubt provided a guarding mechanism that protected against 
hostile beasts, as well as other humans who might have been competing for the same piece of 
land or the same resources.

It is impossible to know for sure but it is not unreasonable to suggest that before structures and 
fortifications were employed for security, man used what he saw other creatures use to protect 
themselves—camouflage. That is, the use of camouflage as a tactic to make things disappear.

Camouflage is a simple but effective method of creating an illusion. It is a method of taking 
something that exists and, with the application of art and science, it can be made to vanish. 
Of course, the object does not actually disappear, it is simply disguised. But it is disguised to 
the extent that the object cannot be seen or, when seen, it is too late to offer advantage.

In her book, Dr Elias takes the reader through a fascinating history of the use of camouflage by 
Australians. Using extensive archival records, Elias tells the story of how various optical tricks 
and visual illusions were designed by some of Australia’s most prominent artists and designers 
in order to protect military and civilian assets during war. Her research is based largely on 
documents rich with insightful information, such as never-before-published photographs. The 
study not only examines the use of camouflage in the Second World War in Australia and the 
Pacific theatre, it also sets these developments in the wider context of what was transpiring in 
Britain and America with regard to camouflage.

With an academic background in art, Elias has been able to bring a level of understanding to 
this subject that has hitherto not been achieved. Her extensive research into the interplay 
between the theories of nature and society, and how the phenomena of war impacted on 
artists is central to this perception.

But the history of how camouflage developed was not a smooth road. Elias argues that it 
was fraught with tension between those who practised the craft and those who doubted its 
effectiveness. Some questioned the role those with creative interests could play in warfare and 
found it difficult to understand the role artist and designers could play in fighting the enemy. 
Nevertheless, history has demonstrated not only their usefulness, but the essential function 



129

they played in understanding the complexities between the behaviours and aesthetics of 
animals, then applying these findings to the practical craft of concealment and deception 
which, after all, is one of the pillars of counterintelligence.

Elias’ book is not only a major contribution to the understanding of this form of defensive 
warfare but is also a significant contribution to the history of art (yes, camouflage is an art 
form). It demonstrates that even in an era of remote-controlled drone attacks and cyber warfare, 
the art and science of camouflage still has an important place in defensive tactics. And, as this 
reviewer would argue, it plays a key role in offensive counterintelligence operations.

Camouflage Australia is well written and nicely presented text that contains dozens of 
monochrome and colour photographs and illustrations that support the underlying history 
and analysis. It is recommended for anyone who is interested in the tactic of invisibility, as 
well as anyone interested in tactical manoeuvres. In my view, this text fills a void that has long 
existed in the subject literature—and fills it with distinction.

Black Ops, Vietnam:  
the operational history of MACVSOG

Robert Gillespie 
Naval Institute Press: Annapolis, 2011 
ISBN: 978-1-5911-4321-5

Reviewed by Jim Truscott

This year-by-year history is a long overdue account of a joint US and Vietnamese independent 
command, which fought valiantly for nine years from 1964 until 1973—and which sadly 
was not awarded a Presidential Citation until 2001. All US members of MACVSOG (Military 
Assistance Command Vietnam Studies and Observations Group) were volunteers, with many 
performing incredible feats of valour. There were a huge number of operations conducted, 
which the author adroitly summarises in annual information chunks through headquarter 
contributions, individual battle stories, plans, intelligence gained, ground, cross-border, 
maritime, air, airborne, recovery and psychological operational summaries and various specific 
geographic and other mission profiles. 

While many of the stories of individual actions and battles are not new, the author places them 
in chronological context, with some analysis of their relative impact on the war. Its publication 
is timely as we face ‘Afghanisation’—and all involved politicians and generals should read it 
for that reason alone. Vietnam was a strategic failure from the outset. The book accurately 
describes how the lack of a theatre approach essentially meant the strategy was really just 
to outlast the communists, but that time was on the side of the North Vietnamese. From a 
MACVSOG perspective, apart from cross-border reconnaissance, it would seem that almost 
all their other mission profiles were not aligned to this overarching strategy, flawed as it was.

The chapter describing the transition from the French (and CIA) to US military control, and 
early constraints on operating in North Vietnam and Laos, is striking and deserving of a book 
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by itself. Without crucial CIA assistance, the build-up of experience and capability is described 
as a helter-skelter approach. The headquarters of MACVSOG itself in Saigon was based on 
service building blocks rather than functional lines, so it grew topsy-turvy.  

The author argues that the US Government’s operational constraints on engaging in covert 
activity in Laos and North Vietnam were compounded by the direct command of MACVSOG 
from the Pentagon, to assuage the White House, and the lack of an unconventional mindset 
by MACV to the point of their total indifference as to what SOG could contribute. The author 
states that the US Ambassador in Laos was like a ‘war lord’, preventing theatre leverage to 
Special Operations and that the headquarters in the Pentagon (called SACSA – the Special 
Assistant for Counterinsurgency and Special Activities), was just there to appease the President 
with statistics, but no meaningful outcome.

The reasoned deduction about the failure of strategic bombing and associated psychological 
operations in North Vietnam, in the face of the overwhelming desire by the north to unify 
Vietnam, is salutory. The explanation about the relative success of cross-border ground 
reconnaissance by brave men, but hampered by a predictable mission profile which was well 
understood by the enemy, is revealing. The failure to follow-up intelligence with substantial 
ground force interdiction is damning to the point that the inability to cripple the Ho Chi 
Minh trail, really a huge logistics channel, is described as the greatest achievement in military 
engineering in the 20th century; and by an enemy.

It would appear that operational security was compromised from the outset, with the 
possibility that the long term agent program in North Vietnam was being run by a spy or at 
least subject to review by a North Vietnamese agent in the office of the President of South 
Vietnam. MACVSOG relied on its Vietnamese counterparts not only to recruit but also to 
translate agent reports. Possession of inherent language skills is essential for unconventional 
war fighting. Without this capability, you are doomed. The singular training base, 35 miles 
northeast of Saigon, further contributed to inadequate operational security from the lack of 
cross-mission isolation. Interestingly, the Son Tay raid was run by SACSA without MACVSOG 
involvement over operational security concerns. The overall failure of recovery missions for US 
versus Vietnamese prisoners-of-war is explained, but it begs more. 

My criticisms are few although the book is full of code words for mission profiles, which are 
necessary for the ease of description of an incredibly detailed history, but still hard to take in, 
even for an informed Special Operations reader like myself, who is used to such vernacular. I 
would have liked more information on the value of covertly gained intelligence but this gap 
may have to wait the release of Vietnamese files in the years to come. This information, if 
indeed we ever get it, will determine if internal spies or operational ineptitude was the reason 
for the lack of operational success inside North Vietnam. The book begs more analysis and we 
must find it, if we are to win in the future.
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Lost at Sea: found at Fukushima

Andy Millar 
Big Sky Publishing: Newport NSW, 2012-06-08  
ISBN: 978-1-9219-4152-8

Reviewed by Captain Gordon A. Andrew, RAN

In passing Lost at Sea: found at Fukushima to me for review, the Editor ADF Journal commented, 
‘I just had a quick read of this book. The first half is not a bad story, the second half is incredibly 
sad’. In 25 words or less, there probably isn’t a better summary that could be written.

Lost at Sea is centred on the story of merchant seaman David Millar, who was Second Mate 
of the SS Willesden. Willesden was torpedoed and sunk in the South Atlantic Ocean by the 
German raider, Thor, in April 1942, and Millar, along with 42 other survivors, was imprisoned 
by the Germans. During Thor’s voyage, she went on to capture or sink nine other vessels and 
the prisoners were transferred to Thor’s supply vessel, the KMS Regensburg. As Regensburg 
filled up with prisoners, the women, children and the injured, including Millar, were further 
transferred to another vessel, the KMS Dresden, and transported to Japan, where they were 
interned in a former convent at Fukushima, roughly 150 miles north of Tokyo.

The second half of Lost at Sea covers life at Fukushima until liberation and repatriation at 
war’s end. It is a story of the harsh conditions and brutality that were endured by a group of 
women, children and non-combatant males, many of whom had been seriously injured. There 
is nothing in this part of the story that will surprise any reader, but it is a sobering reminder 
of what cruelty humanity is capable of, and also of how strong the human spirit can be in the 
face of adversity.

David Millar’s story leading up to his arrival in Japan gives a good insight into the wartime 
experiences of the merchant navy, and the menace of the German campaign of commerce 
raiding. Thor’s successful history as a raider is well researched and the accounts of its actions 
against Willesden and other merchant vessels are recounted with energy and realism. There is 
no melodrama or embellishment, which gives the reader a strong sense of sharing the lives of 
ordinary people living through extraordinary events. 

The narrative is well structured into short sections and the various strands of individual’s early 
stories are deftly brought together to a single thread once they are all interned at Fukushima. 
The portraits of the main players are sympathetic, compassionate and balanced; even the 
Japanese guards and camp workers are portrayed with fairness, despite many of them being 
undeserving of such treatment. Photographs throughout the text are well placed and add to 
our understanding of the story and our empathy with the survivors.

Adding to the strength of the story is that it is written by David Millar’s son, Andy. The sub-
text of a son trying to understand a distant and private father, who never spoke of the war 
except in ‘hints, comments and asides’, pervades this book and gives it a strong emotional 
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logic. It is also this sub-text that gives the book its most important theme: the cost of war not 
just to soldiers and sailors, but also to the innocents who unavoidably get caught up in its 
horrors. This cost can endure for lifetimes and can profoundly affect families and communities 
who consider themselves quite distant from the cause. It is a theme that we should always 
remember, and books such as Lost at Sea are important, if only so we never forget.

Clausewitz, the State and War

Andreas Herberg-Rothe, Jan Willem Honig and Daniel Moran (eds.) 
Franz Steiner Verlag: Stuttgart, 2011  
ISBN: 978-3-5150-9912-7

Reviewed by John Donovan

This collection of essays is part of a series intended to ‘foster an integrative and inter-
disciplinary study of the state’. It is not easy to read, particularly for those not familiar with the 
German language (the book retains some German words, presumably because their concept is 
not readily translated into English) but the effort is repaid.

Clausewitz seemed to be fascinated by the Trinitarian concept, applying it to his ‘Wondrous 
Trinity’ of the state, people and military, and also to management of troop strength, space 
and time, as noted by Jan Willem Honig. His essay highlights how Clausewitz argued that 
fighting is central to war, because destroying the enemy’s means of resistance is the best way 
to impose a state’s will on them. However, while using the maximum force can ensure that this 
result is achieved promptly, fighting was not an end of itself to Clausewitz.

Anders Palmgren highlights Clausewitz’s emphasis on leaders acting in the interests of the 
state, not as they might wish to act as private citizens. This concept, separating an individual 
leader’s personal philosophy from government actions, seems less easy to accept in modern 
times. Palmgren also notes Clausewitz’s wish to interweave society and army, to make best use 
of the power and commitment of individuals.

Andreas Herberg-Rothe writes that Clausewitz accepted that states have to change to survive. 
His belief in equality before the law, an independent judiciary and ministerial responsibility is 
now widely accepted in democratic states. However, Clausewitz also recognised that mutual 
recognition of an opponent’s right to exist is an essential pre-condition for restraining war’s 
tendency toward absolute violence. Incompatible ideological or social differences can lead to 
everlasting war, or the extermination of one side (perhaps both had the Cold War become hot).

Daniel Moran’s essay notes that it is difficult to judge how much Clausewitz intended to revise 
On War. However, he apparently intended to maintain the concept of two kinds of war, either 
to overthrow the enemy completely or limited war. Clausewitz also would have retained the 
concept of war as the continuation of policy using other means. This concept, and that of 
complete overthrow of the enemy, are perhaps the most commonly recognised aspects of 
Clausewitz’s thought, and fit with Clausewitz’s belief that war’s character would vary with its 
political purpose.
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Murielle Cozette’s essay on the consideration of Clausewitz by the French philosopher 
Raymond Aron is particularly interesting. Aron studied Clausewitz in the context of the World 
Wars and the Cold War. One key concept, derived from Clausewitz’s ‘Wondrous Trinity’, is the 
concept of the state as the personalised trustee of the interests of the whole community, this 
trusteeship serving as a restraint to prevent escalation to extremes. This concept is important, 
because it emphasises the importance of the government representing the interests of all 
citizens, not just those who share its ideological predilections. To Aron, the concept that 
L’état, c’est moi (or my party) excludes moderation.

Antulio Echevarria’s essay on Clausewitz and the Cold War is of most interest in demonstrating 
the intellectual gymnastics in which many Cold War philosophers engaged. Herberg-Rothe’s 
concluding essay on Clausewitz and the democratic warrior studies the recent rise of the 
professional fighter, and the corresponding decline of the army of citizens in uniform. He 
sees this as enabling a strategy of curbing violence to allow the ‘organic development of 
democratic self-determination’, not imposing democracy by force. At best, the jury seems still 
out on the success of this strategy. Worth reading, despite the difficult style.

Jihadi Terrorism and the Radicalisation Challenge –  
European and American experiences

Rik Coolsaet (ed.) 
Ashgate: Farnham UK, 2011 
ISBN: 978-1-4094-2569-4

Reviewed by Dr Nyagudi Musandu, Kenya

This book is essential for officials involved in identifying and profiling the scope and nature of 
any jihadi terror threat. It is a compendium of academic research and the experience of hands-
on counter-terrorism experts, such as Robert Lambert of the UK, with his innovative ideas such 
as the establishment of Muslim contact units in London—a critical tool for de-radicalisation 
and deconstruction of jihadi propaganda.

Given that the text was edited and compiled in the light of the ‘Arab spring’, it has the tested and 
proven insight that Muslims can affect their political desires in their home countries without 
resorting to terrorism.  A major lesson is that there are key persons whose interdiction renders 
a terrorist organisation deprived of its knowledge base and active central coordination. 

The book also introduces new concepts, such as discussed in ‘The Life Cycle of Cell-based 
Jihadi Terrorism’ by Paul Pillar. Another is the likelihood or obligations that may cause national 
leaders to support jihad, which is explored in Chapter 3, a study relevant to those dealing with 
the conflict in Afghanistan and its roots in Pakistan. Hugh Roberts also explores this concept, 
however, his paper fails to properly assess the intent and capabilities of AQIM (Al Qaeda in 
the Islamic Maghreb), evidenced in its recent take-over of Northern Mali, after a short-lived 
successful Tuareg uprising against the Government of Mali.
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In another paper, Martha Crenshaw discusses the interesting perspective of terrorism being 
used to propagate the ideals of loyalty to a diety, without empathy for those with opposing 
views.  But the paper may not be right on the overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq, as 
arguably it was his desire and propensity to confront the US, which was almost certainly likely 
to manifest itself in the form of ‘new’ terrorism sponsorship and facilitation, if he was left in 
power.  Although the war in Iraq may have inspired many ‘new’ terrorists, its prosecution—
resulting in the demise of the Saddam regime—denied them a ready and willing sponsor. 
Indeed, the random and ‘microscopic’ nature of many of the ‘new’ terrorist groups generated 
by the war in Iraq makes them a more varied—but substantially less serious—threat to the US 
and its allies than the continuance of the Saddam regime.

Lenna Malki’s paper that is Chapter 6 offers some insights of the group dynamics that were 
inherent in the far-left terror organisations operating in Europe in the 1960s, 70s and 80s, which 
are still applicable when analysing the functions and operations of present-day jihadi groups.

The paper on ‘Terrorism Studies’, by Teun Van de Voorde, elaborates on the uncertain efforts 
of academics in developing a unified/grand theory of terrorism. It also explains the pros and 
cons of qualitative and quantitative analysis as applicable to the study of terrorism. On the 
qualitative side of this spectrum, he argues that a cause of terrorism is assumed to be either 
positive or negative in terms of the education of individuals to the extent they cannot accept 
the negation of their social, political and economic norms by a more dominant government 
system. This compels such individuals to register their opposition to government by random 
acts of violence.

In Marc Sageman’s paper, it is evident that his dialectics are heavily dependent on empirical 
evidence. Interestingly, from the reviewer’s own analysis and past readings of radical groups 
in Kenya, Sageman’s description of the formation of radical groups tallies with observations of 
the formation of many such groups in Kenya.

In another, Oliver Roy maps out the amorphous functions and network of international jihadi 
terrorism. He explains how global jihadi terrorists create and exploit local social networks 
via local mentors. He cites elements of local networking including marriage and crime, while 
international networking is facilitated by financial support arrangements, social relationships 
developed by travelling jihadi terrorists and the Internet.

Rik Coolsaet has several papers in this volume. The most interesting is his research on 
‘Revolutionary Terrorism’, in which he puts forward the argument that today’s problems 
of terrorism are nothing new, contending that ‘Anarchism’ in Europe, with its roots in the 
19th century, is comparable to today’s jihadi-type terrorism threat. His conclusion is that all 
governments must be prepared for the challenge of ‘revolutionary’ terrorism, given that most 
states create inefficiencies that result in the radicalisation of certain of its people.

In Jocelyne Cesari’s contribution, there is the proposition that many jihadi terrorists today are 
persons who lack true cultural connection to their families, and that quite a number are new 
converts or those who have recently rediscovered their religion. In the opinion of the reviewer, 
this is an observation that can also apply in modern-day Kenya, where the police have recently 
arrested a number of such persons.
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Many of the research papers in this book are empirical studies, backed by considerable research 
data. One of the key features is how to establish and run a de-radicalisation unit, which is a 
missing link in many counter-terrorism operations. More broadly, an enduring conclusion is 
that it is difficult to specify the terrorism threat. Terrorists are from diverse backgrounds, 
and terrorism comes from a multitude of threats, persons, groups and motives, which cannot 
easily be profiled. 

The August Offensive at Anzac, 1915

David W. Cameron 
Big Sky Publishing: Newport NSW, 2011 
ISBN: 978-0-9870-5747-1

Reviewed by John Donovan

The Australian Army’s Campaign Series version of David Cameron’s 2009 book on the August 
battles (published by University of NSW Press as Sorry Lads, But The Order Is To Go: the August 
offensive, Gallipoli, 1915) provides a readable, well-illustrated account of those dramatic 
events. While Cameron does not offer any startling new revelations, he does provide a very 
readable account.

After reading this book, one is left with a clear understanding that the battle was doomed 
to failure from its inception, whatever the heroic efforts of the combatants. As Cameron 
demonstrates, it was simply too much to ask tired men (many of whom had been almost 
constantly in the front lines for over three months) to march long distances—at night, across 
terrain of almost indescribable complexity, with no worthwhile maps—and then expel their 
enemies from dominating terrain.

The difficulties of coordinating the actions of widely-separated forces were insuperable in 
an era where a telephone was a sophisticated form of communication (if its wires had not 
been severed by gunfire or passing traffic), while runners had little chance of finding their 
way to their destination, and less of finding their way back to where they had started. Those 
difficulties ensured that any attempt to react to events on the battlefield would be delayed to 
the point of irrelevance. They were exacerbated by command failures.

Cameron is (rightly) critical of Godley’s performance during these battles. Godley did not take 
control but allowed Johnston, commanding the New Zealand infantry brigade, to control some 
follow-up attacks involving more than his own brigade. However, Johnston seems, at best, 
to have been suffering from stress during the battle, refusing to move during darkness but 
ordering daylight attacks later. On one occasion, he rejected proposals for the provision of 
machine-gun support for an attack, virtually threatening his brigade machine-gun officer with 
disciplinary action for persisting with an offer to ‘cover your advance and put troops up there 
without casualty’.
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Cameron also comments adversely on Monash’s failure to move forward to see events for 
himself. This criticism brings to mind C.E.W. Bean’s description of Monash as a leader who 
‘would command a division better than a brigade and a corps better than a division’ (Official 
History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918, Vol. 2, p. 588). Based on Cameron’s account, 
Monash was not doing well as a brigade commander at this time.

All that said, Cameron’s descriptions of the events of 6-10 August 1915 are admirably clear, and 
compelling to read. He follows each segment of the offensive to a logical break point, before 
moving to the next, and ties them all together well. Those who have seen the film Gallipoli 
might note that the comment about British troops at Suvla Bay not advancing while the light 
horsemen died at the Nek is irrelevant, as the attack at the Nek supported the New Zealand 
and Australian Division attack on Sari Bair Ridge, not the men at Suvla Bay.

Cameron’s final judgment on the August offensive is that while flaws in the plan and the 
weakened condition of the men ensured that the attacks could not succeed, even success 
on the battlefield would not have altered the outcome of the campaign, a judgment that is 
difficult to refute.

The many maps provided are great aids to understanding the narrative, albeit some places 
mentioned in the text do not always appear on the relevant map. The selected photos and the 
sidebars on weapons and personalities add useful background to the text.


