

[image: image]



LEADING FROM
THE FRONT

The Autobiography

GENERAL SIR RICHARD DANNATT

[image: image]


This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Version 1.0

Epub ISBN 9781407068848

www.randomhouse.co.uk



TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS
61–63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 5SA
A Random House Group Company
www.rbooks.co.uk

First published in Great Britain
in 2010 by Bantam Press
an imprint of Transworld Publishers

Copyright © General Sir Richard Dannatt 2010

General Sir Richard Dannatt has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBNs 9780593066362 (cased)
9780593066379 (tpb)

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

Addresses for Random House Group Ltd companies outside the UK can be found at: www.randomhouse.co.uk The Random House Group Ltd Reg. No. 954009

The Random House Group Limited supports the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), the leading international forest-certification organization. All our titles that are printed on Greenpeace-approved FSC-certified paper carry the FSC logo. Our paper procurement policy can be found at www.rbooks.co.uk/environment

Typeset in 11.5/15pt Times New Roman by Falcon Oast Graphic Art Ltd.
Printed and bound in Great Britain by
Clays Ltd, Bungay, Suffolk

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

[image: image]


Contents

Cover

Title

Copyright

Dedication

Foreword by Richard Holmes

Acknowledgements

Introduction: Without Fear or Favour

1 We All Start Somewhere

2 Muddling Through

3 Second Chance

4 Outflanking the Enemy

5 To End a War

6 Under New Management

7 9/11 and the End of the New World Order

8 ‘A Very Honest General’

9 The Military Covenant

10 War on Two Fronts

11 What About Tomorrow?

12 Tomorrow Starts Today

Epilogue: Last Post?

Picture Acknowledgements


This book is dedicated to my amazing family
and
all our incredible military families everywhere.
Thank you.


Foreword

This is a timely book. There has scarcely been a moment in the Army’s long history when soldiers, serving or retired, have constituted so small a proportion of our nation’s population. For all the reportage of fighting in Iraq and now Afghanistan we have rarely understood less about the young men – and, increasingly, young women too – who do what Richard Dannatt calls ‘most of the heavy lifting, the fighting and the dying’ in the wars that have come to characterize our age. On the one hand, it is encouraging to see how Help for Heroes has touched a resonant chord of national gratitude; how the unofficial ceremonies in the Wiltshire town of Wootton Bassett represent respect and gratitude for service personnel who have paid the ultimate price; and how units returning from their tours of duty now march with pride through their home towns. But on the other, we have been paying private soldiers less than traffic wardens, routinely saving money in an overstretched defence budget by postponing long-overdue repairs to military accommodation, and being shamefully laggardly in ensuring that the families of the seriously wounded do not have to scramble for bed and breakfast accommodation to be close to their loved ones in hospital. We have been sapping our Army’s willingness to serve in a dangerous world where operational tours run on thick and fast, essential equipment is too often lacking and there are rarely enough helicopters.

It is received wisdom that politicians are ultimately to blame for this, and indeed, Richard Dannatt argues that ‘if war is too important to be left to generals, then the funding of war is too important to be left to politicians’. But he goes a good deal farther, arguing that in 2006 the Military Covenant between the Army and the society it serves was ‘badly out of kilter’, and that ‘the real lack was in leadership and drive at the highest levels’. At least part of the difficulty lay in the tension between the corporate and single-service tasks of the heads of the three individual armed services, for ‘the tribal chief function inevitably sits at odds with a service chief’s more corporate roles’. Although he is charged with responsibility for the overall fighting effectiveness of the Army, ‘today the Chief of the General Staff . . . owns so few of the decision-making levers pulled and pushed by his predecessors. Alanbrooke and Templer would have shaken their heads at my inability to determine and decide.’

The book’s title reflects its author’s conviction that ‘looking after individuals should naturally be a principal duty of the chain of command’, for leadership is every bit as important in Whitehall corridors as it is on mean streets or parched hillsides. In the first half of the book Richard Dannatt describes his career from officer cadet to general, and it is easy to see the influences that helped shape him, for his views are much more a reflection of wide experience than of any abstract reasoning. We forget just how dangerous Northern Ireland was in the 1970s and 1980s: in his first four-month tour of duty in Belfast in 1971 his battalion of Green Howards lost five killed, twenty seriously wounded and seventy-five injured. He writes with palpable affection for ‘these wonderfully dependable private soldiers on which the British Army is built’ and admits that he had much to learn – not just from his superiors: his platoon sergeant whacked him in the chest when he left camp without a radio, saying: ‘That will teach you to risk my soldiers’ lives . . .’ On another tour Major Peter Willis, his company commander, was killed with three others by an IRA bomb, leading Dannatt to insist that the legitimate way of achieving political change is through the ballot box, not the gun: ‘That is a principle worth dying for.’

Richard Dannatt married Philippa Gurney in Norwich in 1977, and ‘my wonderful wife, Pippa’ is never far from his thoughts, whether in moving house twenty-three times in thirty-three years of marriage or in having a husband who managed to be unavoidably absent for so many of the crucial events of family life. They have three sons and a daughter: one of the boys followed his father into the Army and has fought in Iraq and Afghanistan. If serving as a junior officer in the infantry gave Richard Dannatt an enduring respect for soldiers, then his own experience of supportive family life underlined the pivotal importance of the military family, for so very much depends upon it. Scarcely less important is his religious belief, deeply rooted in the Essex farming stock from which he comes, and accentuated by a major stroke at the age of twenty-six that has ‘had a vast impact on what I think and do’.

Dannatt was at the Staff College during the Falklands War, and like so many of his generation he was sorry to miss it, although the narrow margin of victory emphasized that the country was taking risks with defence. ‘If you want to do it,’ he writes, ‘you have to be prepared to pay for it – muddling through on the goodwill of our servicemen and women is immoral.’ As a young lieutenant colonel he served as Military Assistant to the Minister of State for the Armed Forces, and reflects on the fact that in his three years in the minister’s private office he worked with three ministers, three private secretaries and seven assistant private secretaries: a lack of continuity that did not do much for the efficient delivery of the Government’s work. In mid-1989 he went off to command his own battalion, stationed in Catterick, taking over just after it had completed its tercentenary celebrations. The Green Howards recruited largely in the old North Riding of Yorkshire, and Richard Dannatt is very much a regimental soldier, arguing that the regimental system is one of the Army’s great strengths, and that ‘we tinker with it at our peril’: in 2004 and 2005, he says, ‘we just got away with it’.

Something old, something new. The tough-minded General Sir Nigel Bagnall, CGS from 1985 to 1989, initiated a major shift in the Army’s thinking. The central principle was that of ‘mission command’, based on orders that told a subordinate what he was expected to achieve rather than precisely how he was meant to go about his task. The Green Howards were part of the new 24th Airmobile Brigade, and learned new skills in rapid manœuvre by air. There were never enough helicopters, and although ‘there was always the promise of greater investment in helicopters to come’, the ‘principle of tactical flexibility by movement through the air’ was never properly funded, something that ‘was to bite us hard a decade later’. Richard Dannatt went to the Staff College to run the Higher Command and Staff Course, another Bagnall initiative, though he spent much of his time revising the Army’s doctrine in the era of the ‘New World Order’, and devising the campaign plan used by General Sir Michael Rose, sent out as the UN commander in Bosnia Herzegovina.

Command of 4th Armoured Brigade in Germany followed, although it was typical of the way the world had changed that Dannatt spent part of his time in this post commanding a UN sector in the Balkans, experiencing at first hand the difficulty of gaining confidence from a population that doubted continuing support: ‘How can we put our trust in you, if you will be gone in a year’s time?’ Although the philosophy of ‘mission command’, conceived in a wholly different set of circumstances, worked well, and the troops remained committed to getting the job done in frustrating and often uncomfortable circumstances, there was a debit side, for much of the Army’s kit was ‘designed for longer, more static wars in different environments, with procurement processes modelled for the Cold War’; and although a great deal was expected of the soldiers on the ground, they were poorly repaid in terms of welfare provision.

Richard Dannatt’s next job was as Director of the Defence Programme Staff in the Ministry of Defence at the time of the Strategic Defence Review that followed Labour’s victory in the 1997 general election. The process saw the development of expeditionary armed forces, home-based but ready for overseas deployment: this necessitated calculations on the scale of particular operations and the requirement to sustain several at any one time. It was determined that the Army needed six deployable brigades, with two divisional headquarters – 1st Armoured Division in Germany and 3rd Mechanized Division at home – to oversee the training and administration of the brigades, and to command major operations as required. But the whole system made sense only if it was fully funded, and Dannatt argues that ‘Gordon Brown’s malign intervention’ ensured that the Treasury failed to pay for the Government’s own defence policy, thus leaving the process ‘fatally flawed . . . from the outset’.

It was a relief to depart for Salisbury Plain on promotion to major general to command 3rd Division; but once again the Balkans threw their long shadow, and Dannatt’s headquarters departed to command the British forces that moved into Kosovo in 1999. Back on Salisbury Plain he was much preoccupied with training his division on the Canadian prairie, a process severely impeded by a shortage of helicopters. He left 3rd Division early to serve as deputy commander of NATO’s Stabilization Force in the Balkans, and then returned to the UK to serve as Assistant Chief of the General Staff, arguably the most influential major general’s post in the Army. Dannatt digresses from his account of his time as ACGS to chart the rise and fall of the Army’s planned Future Rapid Effects System, a medium-weight vehicle ‘light enough to get there quickly, but capable enough to do the business until heavier follow up forces arrived’. Ultimately the in-service date for FRES slipped further and further away, effectively killing the project, and leaving Dannatt reflecting that ‘the whole . . . episode sums up what is worst about MOD decision-making in an environment in which resources are scarce and vested interests loom large, and in the absence of clear political and business leadership’.

In the wake of 9/11 it became evident that the United States intended to invade Iraq. In the absence of clear political direction, the British chiefs of staff planned on a minimum involvement, both on the grounds of cost and because there seemed to be ‘limited national popular appetite for an attack on Iraq’. Although Dannatt testifies to his respect for the intelligence services, he admits that he found the intelligence on Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction ‘thin’ and ‘most uncompelling’. As he periodically stood in for CGS at chiefs of staff meetings, he knew that the chiefs were not seeing the ‘killer intelligence . . . if it actually existed at all’. He condemns as naive the assumption that Iraq would take confident steps into the future once Saddam Hussein had been removed, and admits that the Army faced ‘a severe – even impossible – challenge’ to get ready for the war.

By the time the coalition invaded Iraq, Richard Dannatt had departed for Germany to command NATO’s Allied Rapid Reaction Corps as a lieutenant general. For a time it looked as if the ARRC might be sent to Iraq, and no sooner had this been ruled out than deployment to Afghanistan was mooted, although it did not actually take place until he had handed over command. Preparatory discussions, however, led him to wonder if the West was prepared to find ‘the resolve, resources and determination to see this through’, an issue that remains wholly fundamental at the time of writing. In March 2005 Dannatt moved to Wilton as Commander in Chief, Land Command, becoming responsible for the whole of the deployable Army. The CGS at the time, General Sir Mike Jackson, had resolved to grasp the nettle of reorganizing the infantry, and one consequence of a shift to large regiments of several battalions each was that the Green Howards – ‘after 318 years of loyal service to the Crown’ – became 2nd Battalion, the Yorkshire Regiment (Green Howards). It is evident that Dannatt had reservations about the process, although he emphasizes that ‘the future is in front and the past behind’.

Richard Dannatt concluded his last annual conference as Commander in Chief, before stepping up to succeed Mike Jackson, by telling his audience of generals and brigadiers that he had only joined the Army for three years in the first place, and had enjoyed thirty-six more years of service than he had expected, so they must not be surprised if there came a time when he felt compelled to fall on his sword. I was there when he said it. It struck me at the time that this was strong stuff, and it soon became clear that he was prepared to take risks ‘to argue my case internally within Whitehall, but also to articulate it more publicly so that it would be heard by all the people I needed to reach’. This approach was controversial. There were those who argued that the Army was best defended by remaining firmly within the limits of what passed for political propriety, and who maintained that his policy of vigorous public engagement actually worked to the Army’s disadvantage in Whitehall. Dannatt emphasizes that he had no choice in the matter, for he took the responsibility of putting the Army’s case personally, despite the political desire ‘not to have a public fuss in defence’ and the MOD’s knack of keeping the three single-service chiefs ‘in some kind of unholy, unspoken balance’. No sooner was he in office than he warned the Secretary of State for Defence that the army was ‘running hot’, and that he had doubts about ‘the utility and safety of some of the patrol vehicles we were using in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the availability of helicopters’. His most significant interview appeared in the Daily Mail – chosen because ‘it spoke to middle England, the constituency with which I wanted to engage’ within two months of taking over – and set the tone for much of what followed.

Richard Dannatt’s conclusions on his time as CGS are uncomfortable. He argues that ‘much of our planned investment in defence was at the very least of questionable relevance to the challenges we faced now and will face in the future’. He goes on to observe that, despite the potential costs of military intervention, political leaders are unlikely to ‘pass by on the other side’ when crises emerge. They need, however, to provide a rationale for the use of force that is compelling to both Parliament and public, and it is easy to see how damaging this lack of clear strategic narrative has proved as far as Afghanistan is concerned. A country facing the most severe economic crisis for seventy years will need to make wise investments in defence, and as things stand part of this investment is directed into areas that ‘we would probably never use’. Dannatt is convinced that success in Afghanistan, while ‘not discretionary’, will be hard to achieve, in part because the balance of investment is ‘too heavily weighted towards the future and too lightly towards the present’.

Defence needs to be sustained on a campaign footing, and the struggle against ‘hybrid’ adversaries – state, non-state and proxy forces – is likely to focus on competition for the loyalty and support of the people. Dannatt paraphrases General Sir Rupert Smith’s comments on ‘war among the people’ to argue that ‘war among the people is the context, and war about the people is the object’. Across defence we need more relevant capabilities – and within the Army we need cultural change so as to produce ‘systemic and systematic support for the unconventional capabilities the Army requires in order to succeed in the kind of operations in which we are currently engaged and to which we are likely to remain committed for many years to come’.

Many of Richard Dannatt’s views will be hotly debated, not least because they reflect, entirely unsurprisingly, an Army perspective. But even his most vocal opponents can scarcely deny the fundamental truth of his assertion that the real strength of our armed forces are its people – servicemen and women and their families. He argues that soldiers expect a fair deal, and believes that ‘integrity establishes the moral baseline of leadership’. The privilege of leadership is earned by serving others, and in a society corroded by selfishness this great truth helps define an Army that lives by its values: it has not so much a right, but a duty, to be different.

Dannatt has been decorated for his physical courage, though he skates lightly over it here. But moral courage is often much harder to exercise, for it takes real determination to break ranks, to challenge accepted views, to be an unsettling guest in a world of compromise and, by implication, to criticize old and valued comrades. During his time as professional head of the Army Richard Dannatt showed courage in confronting the challenges it faced, and if he sticks his neck out in the pages that follow it is surely no more than to abide by the principle that characterized his career – leading from the front.

Richard Holmes
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Introduction

Without
Fear or Favour

My small party had arrived at Camp Bastion airfield in the early hours of 14 July 2009. The camp was shrouded in darkness but still busy, a breeze muffling the background growl and whine of helicopters, as we joined two hundred soldiers waiting in double file to begin the farewell ceremony for our eight recently fallen comrades, killed in the bloodiest few days of the British Army’s latest operations in Afghanistan. It was a sad moment in the short history of our current involvement in this war-torn country. As I took my place close to the open tail-ramp of the huge C-17 transport aircraft, the sergeant major called us quickly to attention. We saluted as the eight caskets were borne past, each draped in the Union Flag, each carried by six young soldiers from 2nd Battalion, the Rifles – comrades-in-arms to the last.

Standing opposite me were the battalion commanders to seven of the dead men: 2 Rifles’ Lieutenant Colonel Rob Thompson and 4 Rifles’ Lieutenant Colonel Rupert Jones, whose father, Lieutenant Colonel ‘H’ Jones VC, had laid down his life at Goose Green in the Falklands some twenty-seven years earlier. Their men looked sad, but these officers remained resolute, though their fixed expressions spoke volumes. I was humbled by their strength in such trying circumstances and proud of them all. The coffins were taken into the hold and set down reverently for their long journey home. The chaplains uttered prayers of committal and the plaintive notes of the Last Post drifted across the apron. The pall bearers left the aircraft, the ramp was raised and the floodlights were dimmed. We fell out, talking quietly but without much to say. All too soon the sun would be up on another day in Helmand Province.

The sombre gathering at Bastion reinforced my belief that we had been asking a great deal of our troops recently. It was less than two years since 2 and 4 Rifles had been the last battalions to defend Basra Palace in southern Iraq, battling Iranian backed militias to facilitate a handover to Iraqi authorities. Despite the controversy surrounding our intervention in Iraq, Basra had been transformed since the handover had taken place, so much so that in March 2009 I had been able to walk along the popular waterfront of the Shatt al-Arab waterway wearing neither helmet nor body armour. I talked to locals over cups of green tea and learned about their aspirations for fresh water, an unbroken electricity supply, new jobs, sensing their eagerness for freedom of expression and a better standard of living now that both Saddam Hussein and the militias were gone. Their basic needs convinced me that with the requisite resources, a strong will and positive intent, Britain retained the ability to enhance the lives of millions. Yet in Iraq our minimally resourced military effort had nearly led to humiliation; now it was Afghanistan that was testing the British commitment to countering global, Islamist-inspired terrorism. Camp Bastion’s poignant farewell to our brothers-in-arms had done nothing to shake my conviction that Britain’s history, ambition and global stature all required us to take a major role in the country if we were to achieve the success that our growing sacrifice demanded. The latest eight fatalities had taken the number of British troops killed in Afghanistan since October 2001 to 184 – a figure surpassing those who had died in Iraq, and a grim milestone. Only days before I had been at RAF Lyneham when the bodies of Lieutenant Colonel Rupert Thorneloe (the most senior British officer to be killed in action since ‘H’ Jones) and Trooper Josh Hammond – the eighteen-year-old soldier who died beside him – were returned home. Following the cortège to the town of Wootton Bassett I had stood among the Wiltshire people who conveyed the nation’s respects and sadness. We were losing some of our very best.

The dignity of the simple, moving ceremony at Camp Bastion contrasted starkly with the furore caused by journalists reporting on this, my last visit to Afghanistan as Chief of the General Staff. Initial stories had centred on an apparent helicopter shortage but quickly moved on to my own, wider concerns about inadequate manpower and resources. It was erroneously reported that these issues were a stick with which I intended to beat the Government. Before I had even returned home, some narrow-minded politicians had sought to offset the political embarrassment by tabling personal questions about me, focusing on the cost of my entertaining, use of helicopters and cars, accommodation and house staff. Their purpose was to discredit me, which I took as tacit acknowledgement that in the face of the undeniable evidence they had lost the argument over resources for Afghanistan and were now looking for revenge. It was a shabby, petty way to conduct business. As Army chief, I was simply seeking to ensure that my people had the right tools with which to do their hugely demanding and dangerous jobs. Yet the sniping did not cease until my retirement from the Army on 28 August 2009 – even though the publication of my modest expenses had merely revealed my detractors’ rather sad intentions. It was an episode which contributed to my decision not only to tell the story of my life as a soldier but also to discuss recent military developments and provide an assessment of the British Army, while looking at likely future operations. Thorny issues abound but they need to be grappled with – none more than the linked questions of whether there is a need to enlarge Britain’s land forces and whether our national spending on defence should be related more closely to the challenges of the real world, which today are increasingly among the people and on land.

A formal Defence Review has been required for several years, but the political appetite for one has been lacking, even though the defence environment has become infinitely more complex and demanding over the last decade. The review should be comprehensive and robust, built round a realistic view of Britain’s future world role and relationships. It needs to indicate the likely character and nature of future conflict, for only then will it be possible to make a judgement about Britain’s defence requirements in the twenty-first century and the equipment needs to achieve the capabilities necessary to meet those requirements. Ensuring the nation’s security is the responsibility of politicians, defence professionals and the military top brass; but the task ultimately falls to those in uniform at the sharp end, and depends on their being willing to live in unpleasant conditions, take critical decisions under intense pressure, overcome fear and exhaustion, and see a close comrade killed or badly wounded while continuing to soldier. The ability of these remarkable people to do their jobs is critically underpinned by the support they receive from the population generally and, in particular, from their loved ones, who form an integral part of the Army family. Having served many times in Northern Ireland, been on lengthy operations in the Balkans and enjoyed a series of stimulating yet challenging appointments, I have experienced the great joys of soldiering but also known something of its hardships. After moving house twenty-three times in thirty-three years of married life and watching a son in the Army complete tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, I am acutely aware of the stress and strain that being a soldier places on a family.

A career in the armed forces makes more demands on the life of an individual and his family than most, and when I originally entered the Army I had not intended to be a soldier for long. Yet, even though I eventually stood down as Chief of the General Staff forty years to the day from taking the Queen’s Shilling, I have never regretted my decision to join up. I can recall many trying episodes over the decades, but positive memories abound – and they are dominated by those times when I enjoyed the unique comradeship which only comes from having shared an extraordinary experience. Being a soldier is a vocation, and the Army is more like a family organized for the needs of its people and the achievement of its goals than just another employer. We are not perfect (far from it), but the Army demands that our troops aspire to ‘Be the Best’, are proud of our high standards and continually adapt as the conflicts to which we have to respond themselves evolve in character. In our contemporary society individualism prevails, traditional values are regularly ignored and authority is often seen as something to be challenged. The Army has to be different. Our terms of service are unique, for our liability is unlimited and some risks cannot be mitigated by legislation. We live by core values – selfless commitment, loyalty, integrity, courage, discipline and, perhaps most importantly, respect for others – and so give ourselves purpose, structure and a moral baseline. We do not just serve ourselves; we serve the nation.

All British Army officers start out at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, where the motto is ‘Serve to Lead’. Our nation needs those who are prepared to serve for the greater good and those who are prepared to lead – without fear or favour – in the service of Queen and country. This need has been constant throughout its history, and I see no reason for it to change. In what follows I will seek to explain why.


1

We All Start Somewhere

At least one well-known story starts with three men in a boat. This one – far less glorious – starts with four officer cadets halfway through their Sandhurst training, knowing next to nothing about boats but attempting to race to Paris by water. We had left Big Ben at noon on 29 August 1970, vying for position with two other boats and crews, all hoping to be the first to touch the Eiffel Tower. Our crew consisted of Gordon Allen, David Budge, Anthony Barne and myself. The boat was a 10-foot-long aluminium river assault craft, onto the back of which had been bolted a Johnson 40-horsepower outboard engine. Had we been so minded we could have water-skied behind it, but we hadn’t thought of that. We set out with hope far outweighing experience. Just below Tower Bridge we spotted a pub by the river at Wapping and, ignoring the race for a while, we stopped for a beer. Suitably refreshed, we powered our way contentedly to Gravesend, happily thinking that this was the life. We then turned a bend in the river, and were nearly swamped. Huge waves rolling in from the North Sea surged towards us, breaking over our shallow bows and quickly filling the boat. Steering in something of a panic towards the bank, all the while wallowing like a floundering whale, we managed to reach safety and, breathing sighs of relief, beached the craft.

We had assumed that it would be up to the job. But in our naivety we had not considered the savage sea. With some consternation we reflected that we were still on the River Thames and yet waves had very nearly sunk us! In our youthful imaginings we had thought that we would merrily skip across the Channel in our little warship, racing our way to Paris and glory. A moment of reflection was called for. This was supposedly an ‘Adventurous Training’ expedition, and we suddenly realized it was going to be a trifle more adventurous than we had anticipated. A genius among us then suggested that if we stretched our Army-issue groundsheets across the angular bow, forced them up in the middle using a piece of driftwood that we had picked up off a mud bank, and held the whole thing in place with our double-hooked elastic bungees, we would have an elegant solution to our wave-swamping problem. Encouraged by this bout of inventiveness we duly constructed our spray baffle, an innovation which – extraordinarily in retrospect – survived all the way to Paris.

Battling across the Channel in a Force 5 wind against 8- to 10-foot waves, a journey punctuated by periodic surges of fear, was an experience I will never forget. We were lucky to get across, in an exercise which I am certain the sheer volume of traffic in the English Channel, to say nothing of the need in this age for all the right permits and licences, would now prohibit. Reaching the relatively calm network of the French canal and river system did little to remove the danger to our flimsy craft, however, with huge tunnel-filling barges bearing down on us in pitch darkness in complete contempt, threatening to squash us like metallic plasticene in any one of the thirty-five enormous locks through which we had to navigate.

Admiral Lord Nelson would have turned in his grave at our efforts – but we were soldiers, not sailors. Or perhaps he would have given our foolhardy determination something of a cheer as five days later, against all the odds, and rather surprised ourselves at our survival, we reached Paris, touched the Eiffel Tower first and celebrated with the same Watney’s Pale Ale that had kept fear at bay in the Channel. Of our rivals, one boat had sprung so many rivets on the crossing that it sank in Calais harbour, while the other limped into Paris looking more like a mobile swimming pool than a boat. After all that, it was something of a relief to be digging a trench on Salisbury Plain on our next Sandhurst exercise.

I had never intended to be a soldier. At school, my initial ambition had been to go to Cambridge, read law and become a barrister. That plan was, however, quickly put to the test. I was delighted to be called to interview at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, and not altogether surprised when my interviewer asked if I did any reading about the law – a question a helpful friend had warned me to expect.

‘Yes, Sir, I read the law reports in The Times,’ I replied, feeling quite pleased with myself.

‘And what cases recently have caught your attention?’

This question seemed a little below the belt, but thinking quickly I replied as confidently as I could: ‘I have found the Bodies on the Moor Trial to be absolutely fascinating.’

Very pleased that I had even been able to name a trial, I rather hoped that the conversation would now change tack. Not so. ‘And what about that trial did you find so interesting?’

By this stage I knew I was in trouble, as I was no real student of the law, and anyone with a casual interest in current affairs was aware of the existence of that particular trial. Nevertheless, I persisted: ‘I was amazed that the criminals, Brady and Hindley, had got away with it for so long.’

There was a long silence. The game was up. The professor looked at me somewhat quizzically over his half-rimmed glasses, paused, and then observed – quite politely in the circumstances – ‘I think, Mr Dannatt, that you might be better suited to joining the police force than reading law at this college.’ I knew then that Cambridge was not for me. So did he.

It came as something of a surprise to my parents when, a couple of months later, I announced that I had decided to join the Army. Furthermore, as I was under eighteen, would my father kindly sign the necessary papers which I had in my pocket? They had come to take me out for a Sunday from school. I dropped my bombshell over coffee after lunch at the Royal Albion Hotel, Broadstairs. My choice of the Army as a career was something between a surprise and a shock for my parents, who were of the Second World War generation, for whom military service had been an unpleasant necessity. My father, a qualified architect by the time the Second World War broke out, had volunteered for a commission in the Royal Engineers and spent just over four years serving in India and the Far East, while my mother had spent most of the war in the East End of London as a Women’s Voluntary Service officer. My parents did not see each other from 1941 to 1945. Back in London, my mother and her parents at one period spent thirteen weeks consecutively sleeping in the cellar of their house during the height of the Blitz, the house next door being totally destroyed one night. Her father had seen earlier service, also as a Royal Engineers officer, spending most of the First World War in France, and had been mentioned in despatches. But in the 1960s – unless one came from a military family, which we did not – volunteering to join the Army in peacetime, after the previous generations’ experiences of the two world wars, seemed anathema to them.

But I had made up my mind that it was the challenge of a practical outdoor life that I sought, not an academic route to an office-based profession, and so it was to Sandhurst, not Cambridge or any other university, that I was determined to go. My parents, hearing that I had set my heart on a military career, quietly acquiesced. I passed the Regular Commissions Board, the gateway to a commission in the Army, and was given a date on which I was to present myself at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst. Before reporting to Sandhurst, I had to go through the technicality of actually being sworn into the Army. I did this on 28 August 1969, having spent that morning watching the Essex cricket team play Leicester at the county ground in Chelmsford. As the players went in for the lunch interval, I caught the bus to the local Army recruiting office. I signed the necessary papers, swore the oath of allegiance, pocketed a day’s pay – the ‘Queen’s Shilling’ – and caught the return bus to the cricket ground. I was back in my seat by the time the players came out for the afternoon session, and I spent the rest of the day wondering whether I had done the right thing.

But there were eighteen years of early life before Sandhurst. The things that are most relevant about those years are the people and the events that had an influence upon me. There were several, and I will record them here.

We all start somewhere; I was born on 23 December 1950 in what became my first home, a house called Broomfield Wyck overlooking the village green in Broomfield, just outside Chelmsford in what was then still rural Essex. The far distant origins of my family are now lost to time, but there are well-documented records going back 250 years placing us in Essex, centred on the village of Great Waltham, about 5 miles from Chelmsford. Indeed, several generations of my forebears are buried in the graveyard of St Lawrence, Great Waltham. My mother was relieved that I had appeared, albeit two weeks late, before Christmas. My father was able to register my birth at the same time as he registered his mother’s death: she died the day before I was born. Before life came into focus on my own account, we – my parents, my elder sister Juliet, and I – moved closer to Chelmsford, where my father was in architectural practice with my grandfather.

I knew my grandfather as an elderly and fairly distant man, whom I visited from time to time, held in great respect but never really knew well personally. He always came to lunch with us on a Friday, an occasion which demanded much scurrying around by everyone. Paradoxically, I felt that I knew much more about, and was much more strongly influenced by, his father, my great-grandfather, even though he died in 1914. William Dannatt left a memoir entitled The Faith of a Farmer, which was published after his death in 1917, and reading this book as a youngster had a significant impact on my own life in a number of ways. The historical facts, tracing our family back to William’s great-grandfather, apparently a displaced Huguenot from France who had originally settled in Leicestershire, were of only passing interest to me; it was what my great-grandfather wrote of himself that I found fascinating.

My great-grandfather had always determined to be a farmer, despite his own father’s dismissing it for offering ‘nothing but a bread and cheese living’. ‘Never mind,’ the young William had insisted in 1869, ‘I want to be a farmer.’ He spent the next ten years of his life learning his chosen profession. Then came a year during which it rained so hard and so heavily that the harvest – or what remained of it – could not be collected until November. This year, 1879, turned out to be one that changed the course of English farming; and the disastrous, waterlogged decade between 1879 and 1889 was my great-grandfather’s opportunity. The unprecedented rainfall of these years totally saturated the farmland on which so many people had previously made their living, rendering it unusable. The only possibility of continuing to make any success out of farming lay in introducing a new system of drainage, a subject to which my great-grandfather had given much thought. An ardent diarist, William Dannatt set out his approach to his profession in an earlier book, published in 1914, which he called Practical Hints from the Notebook of an Old Farmer. When he was setting out on his chosen career, farms lay empty on every side, abandoned to the water as worthless. He secured a large acreage and put his new drainage system to work.

This is not the place to record the story of William Dannatt’s achievements, but as a young man I found the principles upon which he operated both instructive and inspiring. First, he gave the fullest personal consideration not only to his men, but to his horses – the technology of his day. He did not believe in the delegation of responsibility. Tasks could be delegated, he argued, but not responsibility. ‘A farmer ought to be up in time to meet his men in the morning, and if his heart and soul, to use an old expression, be in his business he will do so.’ Second, he was very single-minded: ‘A man’s mind, much less his body, cannot very well be in two places at the same time, so that, when he is engaged in another place, a chance is often lost that can never be regained.’ But he was not at all hidebound in his ways, arguing that ‘an important thing in farming is to get out of the old rut’. He was always looking out for or inventing new methods of farming. He elaborated a convention of the time which said ‘Never use manual labour if it can be done by horses’ by adding: ‘Do not use horses if the steam-engine is cheaper. Do not use the steam-engine if the motor or some other power can be found to do it cheaper.’ The farmer’s business was ‘to produce the fruits of the earth at the least possible cost’. Looking after your men, remaining focused on the job in hand and being prepared to embrace change seemed to me a wise formula to follow.

Perhaps it was working so closely with nature that also gave my great-grandfather an affinity with religion, for he was a no-nonsense, practical Christian. Two mottoes governed all of William Dannatt’s farming. The first was: ‘Do your best, and leave the rest; but in the middle of it, ask God to bless.’ And then he added a second: ‘Do the next thing.’ If there was something else that crossed your mind to do, do it, and do it there and then. He felt that if the maximum energy was put into any endeavour then success, while not guaranteed, was more likely to come about than not. In a quaint way that I came to recognize, he summed up his philosophy thus: ‘A man cannot create anything himself; things are created for him to tend, foster, and to care for, and great is his responsibility towards man and beast, especially towards the former.’

The memoir my great-grandfather left ran to over a quarter of a million words, but he never finished it. He died comparatively young at the height of his farming success, on 6 November 1914. His last months, in which he was confined to his bed, produced some of his most sensitive writing about the countryside he loved, tempered by his frustration that the world around him was descending into war. ‘What enhances the pleasure this year is the beautiful weather for the harvest. No anxiety as to the crops being spoilt by rain; to wake up early, before daybreak, and find morning after morning the same picture of a fine day.’ In his last days, as war clouds were gathering over Europe, he wrote passionately: ‘The main thing is to feel that the wars we engage in are in the right, and promote righteousness and justice in the world. If we are engaged in any war which does not promote and further these objects, we had better be the conquered ones.’ That last comment was a bold statement, but a correct one. Doing the right thing was more important than politics or nationalism. His Christianity suffused his entire view of life. Almost the last words in his diary seemed to place his whole life in its full context and justify the title of his book: ‘Oh that men would think more of the next world and less of this, to escape the snares of this, to seek first the kingdom of God, to have faith in Christ, to live in Him!’

This old Victorian and Edwardian left a powerful legacy. Notwithstanding his lofty ideals, he was a practical man and his memoirs also included a full account of his love of cricket, hunting, shooting and his pipe. His accounts of stag-hunting in Essex in his youth surely challenge the current perception of Essex, now thought of as just a London-fringe county. I would dearly love to have met that man.

For me, as for my great-grandfather, cricket has been a lifelong passion. My earliest attempts at playing were made in the garden with my maternal grandfather, another person whose influence on me was very considerable. Frank Chilvers had spent his working life in railways, taking early retirement from the old London and North East Railway Company when the entire railway system was nationalized in 1947. Prior to that, from his office in Liverpool Street, he had overseen all railway operations between London and York and throughout the east of England. He had done this for the full duration of the Second World War – a particularly challenging task in the days of the Blitz when German bombs were constantly smashing both track and trains – and as a younger man he had run ammunition trains up to the front in France during the First World War: so he understood as well as anyone the difficulties of being a railwayman at war. To a small boy he was a fount of fascinating stories. He had, moreover, two other great attractions in my eyes. He loved cricket; and, having retired, he had plenty of time to spend with me. In the summer we would play our own test matches in the garden and spend days watching Essex compete in the county championship; in the winter we would play endless games of table tennis and tinker with my ever-expanding model railway. A cigarette smoker since his days in the trenches, he would puff smoke at the model engines to add to the fun. He was also one of the most amusing men I have ever met, with a seemingly endless supply of jokes and boundless sense of humour. In fact, he was a man of extraordinary talents. His Christian faith ran deep, and he served as a part-time Baptist minister, something of a tradition in his family. His storytelling was one facet of his way with words; another was his ability to preach a thoroughly sensible and comprehensible sermon. If I have any ability to speak in public it has undoubtedly come down from my grandfather and on through my mother, whose own professional qualifications were in elocution and voice production. Like her father, she was much in demand as a speaker, besides chairing a variety of organizations. In his later years, my grandfather lived with us, albeit in a separate part of our house, and always had lunch with us. The railwayman in him continued to come out in his obsession with time. If lunch were not ready at 1 p.m. precisely we would be in trouble. A tactic to deflect his ire was developed: when I was at home, if lunch was running late I would go through to his sitting room and detain him happily with a gin and tonic. This practice worked to everyone’s advantage.

Of course, not just my grandfather but my whole immediate family loomed large in my early life. My father was very committed to his architectural practice, which he ran from offices in the centre of Chelmsford. His diary was always full, his time inevitably being taken up not only with meeting clients, developing plans and overseeing projects, but also with the process of running a business and managing his staff. Sometimes business was good, at other times one could sense that things were a little tight. My father’s father was still the senior partner in the practice, remaining so until he died in his nineties, and my father stayed faithful to their original partnership agreement of splitting profits down the middle. Financially, this was not brilliant for my father, whose needs increased as his father’s decreased, but I never heard him complain. However, once my parents had decided that Juliet and I would go away to boarding school, there were big bills to be paid – which is one of the reasons why, when she was able to, my mother returned to work on a part-time basis, lecturing in voice production at the London Bible College. The College took many generations of aspiring clergymen through the basics of working out what they wanted to say, and my mother helped them in actually saying it.

Despite my parents’ busyness, we were very close as a family, and family holidays were an important part of the annual calendar. We usually went away somewhere for a week in the Easter holidays, and always for two or three weeks in the summer. My father was a great believer in getting to know Great Britain rather than going abroad, so I have happy memories of holidays in North Wales, Devon and Cornwall, the Isle of Wight, Scotland, the Lake District, and Frinton and Southwold on the east coast. Only once did we go abroad as a family, to Switzerland. Over Christmas we always stayed at home, our cousins coming to us on the evening of Boxing Day every year for supper and games.

A great stalwart of our family was Emily Church, known to all of us as Mimmie. She had come to work for my mother’s parents aged sixteen, just before my mother was born, and never left. She went through every stage from nanny to housekeeper to companion, and died in her seventies as a close member of our family. To me, she was like an extra grandmother. If something needed doing, Mimmie would do it, and if someone else was given the task she would seem to be offended. She was quite wonderful – if there was a worked example of selfless commitment, it was Mimmie – and we all loved her dearly.

Juliet was my only sibling and, as she was both a girl and nearly four years older than me, our lives developed on separate tracks. She went away to boarding school, Wadhurst College in Sussex, when she was eleven and subsequently went to a teacher training college before embarking on a teaching career, which she much enjoyed. She married Graham Fenner, a friend of mine whom I introduced to her and who became headmaster of Northbourne Park prep school in Kent; but sadly, Juliet developed breast cancer and, after a brave battle with that wretched illness that has taken away so many who are close to me, she died. She is buried in Betteshanger Churchyard near Northbourne Park. We all felt her loss very deeply; my father, indeed, never recovered from it. More happily for the future, Juliet left two wonderful children, Louise and James, who have both made a great success of their lives in different ways. Somewhat selfishly, I would love to have had a brother or sister around in recent years to have played a part in keeping my feet on the ground. But it was not to be.

It is not just people who are an influence on one’s early years; places, too, make their mark, and in particular, schools. I attended three. The first was at St Anne’s in Chelmsford, where I stayed until I was almost nine. Those years left me two legacies. One was the beginning of a love of history, taught there by a wonderful woman known to us as Miss Flower, and the other was the beginning of a profound dislike of my first Christian name, Francis. Disaster with this name struck early. One occasion which is seared into my memory was a schoolfriend’s birthday party, where I discovered, on arrival, that I was the only boy. The mother of the little girl whose birthday it was had decided to ask all the girls in the class, and as a ‘Francis’ I was on the guest list. The finer detail of the spelling of that name had eluded the mother. Henceforth, for me that name was living on borrowed time! I eventually switched to my second name, Richard, when I was fifteen, following a request over the public address system at an event I was attending for ‘Miss Francis Dannatt to go to Reception’. That was it.

Juliet was already away at boarding school when, just after my ninth birthday, I left St Anne’s and went to Felsted Junior School as a boarder. This was the preparatory school to the main school and was about 10 miles from home. My father had acted as the school’s architect for a while and my great-grandfather had sold it some land for use as playing fields, as well as the very pretty Bury Farm House, which the school had converted into an arts and crafts centre; so I felt from the beginning that in a small way I belonged there. Five very happy years passed. Among a number of good friends I made there, one stood out. Ewing Grimshaw and I, having squabbled terribly at first, quickly developed a close friendship that lasted beyond school and into the Army: we were in the same Company at Sandhurst and went to the Staff College together. Unlike me, Ewing came from a very distinguished military family. His father had commanded a battalion of the 1st Punjab Regiment during the battle of Kohima and had been awarded a Distinguished Service Order in the field in Burma by no less a figure than General Bill Slim himself. Years later we became godfathers to each other’s children. It was a tragedy for his beautiful wife, Rachel, and his three young children when he died of cancer in 1996 – eight years after I had lost my sister to the same terrible illness. I found the loss of such a close friend very hard. I am left with wonderfully happy memories of many years of friendship, from prep school days playing conkers and marbles together to Sandhurst and the Staff College; and the knowledge that Ewing’s eldest son, and my godson, Nick, is a tremendous credit to his late father. We all have some gaps in our lives that can never be filled. Among mine are those left by Juliet and Ewing.

Felsted also meant that I could now play cricket properly, and it was confirmed as my favourite game. Some little boys want to be engine drivers; my schoolboy ambition was to play cricket for Essex. In the Easter holidays in those days Essex County Cricket Club ran coaching for its junior members, of which I was one. We used to meet at the county ground in Chelmsford and practise in the nets if it was fine or in the pavilion if it was wet, which it often was at Easter. At the time the pavilion was completely unaltered since my father had changed in it when playing hockey on the same ground for Chelmsford Hockey Club. When he came to pick me up he was always amused that nothing had altered there since the 1930s. But my abiding memory was being taught how to play a proper forward defensive stroke by the England and Essex star player Trevor Bailey – known in the game as ‘The Boil’ for the solid batting style that made him very hard to dislodge. To eager students of the game like me, he passed on the virtues of a straight bat and getting your nose over the ball. I filed these nuggets of gold away as I returned to school in 1963 for my fourth summer term of cricket.

Early in that term I was delighted to find that I had been selected for the First Eleven, and as a newcomer to the team I was more than happy to bat at number nine. In our first match, against the Under Fourteen Eleven from the main school, our batting collapsed and I found myself at the crease sooner than I expected with a lot of time to play out to give us a chance of a draw. The skills I had so appositely acquired during the Easter holidays were put to the test. As I blocked every ball with my Trevor Bailey forward defensive stroke, the clock ran down, our team survived and the match was drawn. Everyone seemed quite pleased with me; I had saved the game. In the second match of the season I was moved up the batting order and went in at number seven. This time, however, what we needed was some quick runs to ensure a win before time ran out. Unfortunately I had not mastered the art of developing my forward defensive stroke into one that could apply power and score runs. I duly did what I knew best and blocked every ball again. Once more the game was drawn, but I was no longer so popular. I soon found my natural home in the Second Eleven, where from the age of twelve I accepted my lot in cricket as a solid player, quite prepared to open the batting, take the shine off the new ball with my forward defensive shot and let others score the runs. At prep school, public school, Sandhurst and Staff College alike I was very happy to fill this role, and invariably captained the sides in which I played. Later on, in regimental cricket, I decided that as the commanding officer I was probably more use to the team not as a player but as the umpire!

In fact, my finest moment in cricket was not on the pitch but off it, during the Headingley test match against Australia in summer 2009 when the BBC Test Match Special team asked me to do the tea interval interview. Sitting in the commentary box chatting with Jonathan Agnew and Phil Tufnell on live radio was a most amusing experience. Yes, the Trevor Bailey story came out, but so too did a discussion about whether we would ever see test cricket played in Pakistan again. I very much hope so, but whether we do or don’t is intimately linked to our military success in Afghanistan, and against Islamist militants more generally in Pakistan. Of course, the world is bigger than cricket, bigger than any sport: but sport is an important part of the fabric of life and should not be at the mercy of politics, religion or violence, or any combination of the three.

Schools and cricket grounds aside, another place that had an influence on me was Great Wood Camp, run by a nationwide Christian youth enterprise called the Scripture Union. Set in a woodland clearing halfway up a short valley in the Quantock Hills not far from the village of Over Stowey, Great Wood was idyllic from a young boy’s perspective. I first went when I was eleven and continued throughout my teenage years. We lived in log cabins on the edge of the clearing, beside a small stream that just cried out to be dammed up and then dammed up again, releasing water to the inconvenience of others. Days were ordered and very full. We were up early, starting with ‘flag break’ when the Union Flag was unfurled with all of us standing around in a horseshoe in our cabin groups. Lord Baden-Powell would have felt much at home. Throughout the day sport, trekking and adventure games in the forest completely exhausted us; the evenings often finished around a huge camp fire as the sun disappeared behind the hills. It was early to bed as there was no electricity and only one hurricane lamp per cabin. The highlight of every ten-day camp was the two- or three-night expedition across Exmoor. In our cabin groups of eight we were given routes to follow by map and compass, pitching our small tents beside streams in the heart of R. D. Blackmore’s Lorna Doone country. Our routes were always planned to finish in the village of Lynmouth, where a cream tea was the reward that had kept us going, not minding the overfull packs on our backs or our sodden feet. The camp was run by volunteers and led by another of those marvellous clerics who had a significant influence on me, the Reverend John Inchley. To us boys, he was both very old in years and young at heart. He led his team of camp officers in such a way that the outdoor experience was both huge fun and a natural link to the more meaningful things in life. An interwoven appreciation of traditional Christian and British values, set against the backdrop of adventure, friends and forests, had a lasting effect on me following the successive summer visits to Great Wood.

Idyllic camps in the Quantocks were, however, only brief interludes in the workaday year. My parents decided that when I was thirteen I should not go on from Felsted Junior School to the senior school, but should have a change of scenery and move instead to St Lawrence College in Kent. One of my close friends, David Ross, whose father, the Reverend Derek Ross, had been our much respected prep-school headmaster and was himself an Old Lawrentian, went with me – or, more accurately, I went with him. In contrast to the Essex farming village setting of Felsted, St Lawrence was on the edge of the Kentish port town of Ramsgate on the Isle of Thanet. Apart from the fact that my new school was about a four-hour drive from home, I was very happy with the decision. David and I were in Tower House whose housemaster, the Reverend Martin Martin-Harvey, was a wonderful man and a patient mentor to us boys. We respected him enormously. He was an Oxford hockey blue and had been decorated with a Distinguished Service Cross for his service as a Royal Navy chaplain in the war. As a bachelor he had endless time for all of us, but we never took advantage of his gentle manner. We wanted our house to be the best because of our respect and affection for him.

That said, we were not saints. In the mid-1960s public schools were pretty unreformed. Everyone knew their place in the hierarchy. The prefects ruled the house, the fags at the bottom of the pile did all the dirty jobs, and everyone in between was so grateful that they were no longer fags and could not wait to become prefects. During the day we were under the authority of the teaching staff, but our lives revolved around the house; and although ‘Martin’ was our father-figure, it was the pupil head of house who was the one to really watch out for! In those days, boys could still beat boys with a cane. If someone had transgressed such that the agreed sanction was a number of strokes of the cane then, with the housemaster’s permission, this punishment was duly administered. This periodic and rather unnerving ritual always took place in the evening after the junior dormitory lights were out. We would hear the procession of prefects clumping their way from the senior end of the house, past the junior dormitories and into the Junior Common Room. The next sound was the table-tennis table being moved across the wooden floor to give the head of house more elbow room. Then another senior prefect would come into the dormitory of the offender and announce in a chilling voice: ‘Smith, the head of house wishes to see you in the Common Room now. Put your trousers on.’

The hapless chap would duly dress, debate whether to put a book in his pants but decide against, and then report to the head of house in the Common Room.

‘You know why you are here, Smith. Bend over.’

We would then hear a running of feet as the head of house built up a head of steam and then a swish of the cane. ‘One,’ we would count. More running feet, another swish: ‘Two.’ And again: ‘Three,’ ‘Four,’ ‘Five’ – and, on occasion, ‘Six.’ There would be muttering in the dormitory: ‘He’s given him Six – that’s outrageous, it wasn’t worth that many!’

The victim would return to the dormitory where, after the prefects had trooped back to their end of the house, the examination followed. Down came the trousers for all to inspect where the blows had landed. If they were square on the buttocks it was considered acceptable, but if any were high on the back or low on the legs there would always be more muttering: ‘If he can’t do it properly, Martin shouldn’t let him do it at all’ was the usual refrain. But for fags, muttering was about as far any protest was going to go. In general, we accepted the law of that part of the jungle. That is, all except one remarkable boy, Hugh Anderson.

Hugh was a highly intelligent individual with very strong views. He was the antithesis of the rebel public schoolboy in the 1960s film If? – not a schoolboy anarchist but a genuine reformer. He felt there was a better way. He campaigned against the archaic system of privileges and against the use of the cane in particular. But he went far beyond that, encouraging the school to be much more outward-looking. He instigated a social services scheme in the local neighbourhood and soon had over half the school visiting elderly people, providing entertainment in the Over-Sixties Club and other associations for pensioners and ex-servicemen around Ramsgate, and doing other voluntary work. He was held in high regard both as an intellectual and as someone who cared deeply about people; and he had cast-iron credibility among his peers because he was also a sportsman and captain of cricket. Hugh and I shared many interests. Leaving a year before me, he went straight to Cambridge, where he became President of the Cambridge Union Society in the first term of his second year – an unprecedented achievement.

Hugh certainly left his mark on St Lawrence College. The beating of boys by boys ended, the privilege system was radically overhauled, and the social services scheme (which he handed over to me) expanded to take in other schools in the area. By 1970 Hugh was running a political campaign, ‘Students for Labour Victory’, in the lead-up to the forthcoming general election. He was a genuine socialist in the original sense of the word. He had a deep Christian faith and felt that it was far better to do things for the benefit of others than merely to talk. Tragically, like too many of my close friends, he was diagnosed with cancer and died in his second year at Cambridge, while still running ‘Students for Labour Victory’ from his hospital bed. The impact of his short life was evidenced by the attendance at his memorial service in London, where the congregation included both Harold Wilson and James Callaghan. For myself, Hugh’s commitment to doing what he felt to be right left a deep impression. His was an example I consciously decided to follow.

But where should I follow it? It was during my last year at school, after that abortive interview at Emmanuel, that my focus switched from the bar to the Army. The aspiration to be a barrister had been fuelled in part by a love of debating. Indeed, Hugh Anderson and I had both been in the team that won the Observer Inter-Schools Debating Competition for St Lawrence in 1968. However, I had also become an enthusiastic member of the Combined Cadet Force at school. Such enthusiasm was frowned on by most of my peers. Worse still, I even joined the corps early to play a bugle in the corps band. Even though I ever only mastered three of the five required notes, I enjoyed marching with the band, periodically blowing such sounds as I thought might be useful. I progressed from the band into the engineer part of the Army section and, by my last year, with my sights set on Sandhurst, had become the senior under-officer of the whole tri-service contingent. The school corps had given me only a glimpse of the Army, but I had seen enough to convince me that this was the initial career direction I wanted to take.

Although St Lawrence had only a modest tradition of boys going into the armed forces, one whom I knew slightly, John Sharples, had gone to Sandhurst on leaving two years ahead of me. I got in touch with John and he very kindly gave me a full tour of the Academy and some useful tips about the interview process. Visiting Sandhurst made me even more determined that that was where I wanted to go. I felt it was a purposeful and honourable career to choose. Ewing Grimshaw, who had remained at Felsted, preceded me to Sandhurst by one term and gave me some very helpful advice about how to approach the selection process at the Regular Commissions Board, where all potential officers were tested over three days. One bit of advice in particular stayed with me. He told me that on the individual assault course there was a window-frame obstacle, and there were two ways to get through it: either place two boards, one on either side, and crawl up and over, or dive through. He said that even if you did not have time to complete the whole assault course, the staff would always say there was just time for the window frame. And he said: Whatever common sense tells you about crawling up boards, just dive. On the day, I dived and was very grateful to Ewing as I landed in a crumpled heap on the far side. After the disappointment of Cambridge I was delighted to be accepted by the Army and given a place at Sandhurst for that September.

One by-product of getting a place at Sandhurst was that it gave a great boost to my standing with the father of a girl I rather had my eye on at school. Although St Lawrence was a boys’ school, a small number of girls from nearby St Stephen’s College joined us for some subjects in the sixth form, and I was studying History and English with Caroline. Her father, a former Indian Army officer who had transferred to the Royal Artillery when the British left India in 1947, thought that as I was going to Sandhurst I must be a reliable sort of chap, and on Saturday evenings he would lend me his car so that Caroline and I could go out. I don’t think he knew that I had only passed my driving test at the fourth attempt and I cannot now remember how these motoring adventures were squared off at school, but Caroline and I had enormous fun that summer careering around East Kent in her father’s somewhat aged Ford Cortina. I only kept in distant touch with Caroline over the years, but was very sad to learn that she, too, among my friends, had died of cancer too early in life.

My visit to the Regular Commissions Board at Westbury in Wiltshire had another outcome of some significance for the future. After the many tests, interviews, exercises and other assessments, my final interview was with an extraordinarily tall and imposing brigadier. We had one of those life-changing conversations.

‘What part of the Army are you thinking of joining, Number 35?’ (Everyone at Westbury is called by a number, not a name.)

‘Well, Sir,’ I replied, ‘I thought that I might like to join the Royal Armoured Corps,’ basing my response solely on the enthusiasm expressed by my school acquaintance John Sharples for the 3rd Dragoon Guards – a main battle tank regiment – which he was about to join.

‘Ever thought about the infantry, Number 35?’

This was an interesting and somewhat challenging question, as I had not thought about it, nor did I think creeping around the jungle, which was what the infantry seemed to do in those days, was entirely up my street.

‘No, Sir,’ I said, completely honestly.
‘Would you like to find out a bit about the infantry?’

I thought that I had better show that I was broad-minded, so I said that I thought that would be very interesting.

‘Well, I see you live quite close to Colchester, where my old regiment, the Green Howards, are based. Would you like me to fix a visit there so you can see what the infantry gets up to?’

I thanked Brigadier John Scott profusely for his kind invitation, and soon thereafter a letter duly arrived from the second-in-command of the 1st Battalion, the Green Howards, offering me some dates for a visit. I accepted, took a few days off school, and found myself attached to A Company, 1st Battalion, the Green Howards, commanded by a certain Major P. A. Inge. For those who know the Army or defence well the significance of that name needs no explanation, but for others I should record that Major Peter Inge went on to become Chief of the General Staff and then Chief of the Defence Staff, and is now a highly respected member of the House of Lords and a Privy Counsellor. He was, and is, a remarkable man, of whom more later. Staying with his company was a fascinating and hugely enjoyable experience, so when another letter arrived a couple of weeks after my visit saying that if I would like to join the Green Howards they thought they could find me a place, I was delighted. And that was the decision made. Thereafter, in answer to the question ‘What part of the Army are you going to join, boy?’ the answer came proudly: ‘The Green Howards.’

So the future was settled. From St Lawrence I would go to Sandhurst and become an Army officer. Probably from the perspective of my parents’ bank balance it would have been better if I had left school at that point. But I stayed on and took another couple of A levels, without any great enthusiasm, and embarrassed myself with the results. If I am honest, I probably spent far too much time that summer running the corps and the social service scheme, debating, captaining the Second Eleven at cricket and driving Major Nelson’s Ford Cortina around East Kent. But hindsight is a wonderful thing. When the exam results came out, my parents were very forgiving.

And so it was that on Sunday, 11 September 1969 I dragged my suitcase up the steps of the Grand Entrance of Old College at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst to start my military career. Standards of personal behaviour and appearance were, and are, very high at Sandhurst, so perched on top of my head was a newly acquired brown trilby hat, as required by the instructions for new officer cadets. The whole business was a completely novel experience. While I began the induction process my parents, who had driven me to Camberley, were escorted to the gymnasium for tea. There they were met by one of the staff on parent-greeting duty, Captain Zach Freeth. He was, and is, another remarkable man of strong and practical Christian faith, an athlete who had skied for Great Britain, winning the gold medal in the Commonwealth Games. His background, and that of his wife, Clare, is in Zimbabwe, at that time Rhodesia under the Ian Smith breakaway government, and the story of their extended family’s experiences is one of the most harrowing to have come out of the country in recent times. One hopes and prays that Zimbabwe’s nightmare will end before that beautiful country is completely ruined. But at the moment of handing me over to the Army, meeting Zach Freeth was a major reassurance to two still rather sceptical parents; and thereafter he and Clare took a close interest in my progress through the Academy. All these years later, I still see Zach Freeth in the Swiss ski resort of Verbier, where he serves as a part-time chaplain to the British community there. We meet in the English chapel and on the ski slopes where my youngest son, Olly, has worked as an instructor and ski school manager for the last five years.

Inevitably, it wasn’t long before the perspective of us brand new officer cadets was reduced to the state of the shine on the toecaps of one’s drill boots or the crease of one’s trousers. Many a free-thinking young man has entered Sandhurst’s hallowed portals intent on taking the whole experience in his stride, only to find that that the well-honed process of removing airs and graces born of school or home was more thorough and more effective than any youngster could ever imagine. Yet it was all to a purpose: to build up a new professional self-confidence and a dependence on the team around you. Very quickly the group identity of the platoon began to form: to this day I could tell anyone the strengths and weaknesses of all twenty-two members of mine. At the start, we were a classic Sandhurst mixed bag of new entrants into Dettingen Company, one of the nine companies that then made up the Academy. We completely spanned the social spectrum, with fairly equal representation from the private and state-funded school sectors. We had members from England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and two from overseas: one from Jamaica, the other from Jordan. By the end of two years there was not much we did not know about each other. I shared a room with a very robust Scotsman from Edinburgh, John Fairley. His twin brother, Neil, had also started at Sandhurst at the same time, but was in another company, although we were later to be together at university. John Fairley was a complete life-saver to me in my first term. Much store is placed initially at Sandhurst on one’s ability to master foot drill, turn oneself out smartly and be punctual under enormous pressure of time. John, by virtue of his previous experience in his school’s Combined Cadet Force, knew how to polish boots properly, a skill I had not acquired at St Lawrence. Being able to polish boots to the standard required was a real bonus in the early days, as was mastering the knack of how to halt. In my first letter from Sandhurst to my parents, I expressed my admiration for John Fairley and his much-needed help. ‘I am sharing a room with a Scot from Edinburgh – a nice guy who fortunately is very keen and good so he is a great guy to have around to give me a hand with things that are not so easy, like halting. Sounds silly to say that halting is difficult, but well, it is!!’ Just stopping walking is one thing; to do it the Army way, quite another.

If halting was difficult, standing still without smiling was another posture I found difficult to acquire. Early on, during a room inspection by our cadet sergeant, my security drawer, in which like all the other officer cadets I was required to keep my rifle magazine and breech block, was found to be unlocked. (Unlikely as it seems now in these very security-conscious times, in those days we kept our rifles in our rooms secured by what amounted to not much more than a bicycle chain.) I was duly marched in front of the senior under-officer and charged with the offence of ‘insecure drawers’. Unfortunately the gravity of the charge momentarily passed me by, the thought of other kinds of ‘insecure drawers’ crossed my mind, and I could not resist a smile. This did not help, and I found myself doing a large number of extra drill parades ruminating on when, and when not, to see the funny side of life.

I had entered Intake 47, which was one of two batches of officer cadets taken into Sandhurst in 1969. Our course was for two years, and in the days when only a small proportion of the national sixth form went to the limited number of universities that then existed, Sandhurst was our university. We worked hard and we played hard. We grew up. Rather like school, out of hours the Academy was run by the senior cadets, while during the working day our instruction was given by the permanent staff of officers, warrant officers and senior non-commissioned officers. Indeed, someone around that time quipped that Sandhurst was rather like ‘a minor public school where the Combined Cadet Force had got out of hand’! Fair or not fair, the system whereby the senior cadets in each company ran things meant that as your two years progressed you became increasingly used to taking responsibility and acting responsibly.

The course itself was a mixture of military training and academic work. We tolerated the academic stuff and loved the practical soldiering. We had fun too. Our formal blue uniforms served as dress for major parades, for dining in the evenings and for the June Ball, the highlight of the cadet social calendar. For military training we were issued with green combat kit: my intake was the first to be allowed the luxury of a sleeping bag, rather than two blankets, for sleeping in the field on exercises.

Those two years passed quickly but were a valuable foundation to our military careers. Perhaps the most important thing we began to understand was leadership, as the key responsibility of an officer. Maybe it seems obvious that this would be so at an institution like Sandhurst, dedicated to turning out leaders, but in the hectic round of a packed training programme the finer points of what the Academy was, and is, all about could have been lost. In our discussions about leadership, we agreed that some leaders are born, but most are made, and that personal leadership can be developed by studying the principles of leadership, looking at leaders that you admire and modelling yourself on them. We debated, extensively, what qualities a good leader should exhibit. One list that caught our attention was drawn up by Field Marshal Lord Harding, a former Chief of the General Staff. He said that good leaders needed five essential qualities: absolute fitness, complete integrity, enduring courage, daring initiative and undaunted willpower. Interestingly, he stressed the adjectives as much as the nouns. To these five key qualities he added three others to be developed, namely knowledge, judgement and team spirit. From my subsequent experience I would endorse all these observations, and in recent years I have argued that these stipulations are as applicable in the political and business worlds as much as the military – especially the requirement for integrity.

Forty years ago we were also impressed by the new functional approach to leadership development put forward by Professor John Adair, a former member of the Sandhurst staff who had moved on to working for the Industrial Society. Using a classic Venn diagram of three interlocking circles to illustrate his point, he argued that a good leader needed to weigh up the contrasting but complementary needs of achieving the task in hand and looking after the overall requirements of the whole team, while simultaneously being mindful of the strengths and weaknesses of all the individuals involved. This thoroughly sensible approach, which is now accepted wisdom, struck certain chords with us.

However, in our hearts we knew that for all the lists and theoretical approaches, there would be no substitute for experience, and we knew that the experiences upon which our leadership skills would need to be built lay ahead of us. The Sandhurst motto, ‘Serve to Lead’, was inscribed on our cap badges as officer cadets, but I do not think any of us really knew what it meant in practical terms until years later – the idea of a servant leader, while really important, is difficult to grasp as a teenager, which is all that we were then. Our focus, quite simply, was just on getting commissioned into our chosen regiments and dealing with whatever life threw at us. We were still young, much younger than officer cadets are today.

In my final term as an officer cadet I was the senior under-officer of the company, somewhat akin to being head of house at school, and among my duties was to command the company on parade. Here I came up against my old problem connected with halting, which had caused me so much trouble in my first term. On Academy parades, having led the company around Old College Square, Dettingen Company would form from column into line, facing me and marking time, waiting for me to give the order ‘Halt!’ This had to be done as the left knee came up past the right knee – or was it the other way around? I always struggled with this. I also knew that moral courage was a really important attribute of an officer. On one Saturday morning Academy parade towards the end of our final term, I was faced with the usual dilemma of when to order ‘Halt!’ and once again got it wrong. The company stuttered to a standstill rather than halting crisply. For our long-suffering Scots Guards company sergeant major, Mr Stephenson, this was too much, and a stream of corrective invective came my way from the rear of the company. I felt that to unloose such a torrent at the senior under-officer, who was in command of all the other cadets, was not acceptable, and heard myself shouting back: ‘Don’t you speak to me like that on parade, Mr Stephenson!’ It was certainly the morally courageous reply to have made, but not the wisest. Very quickly after the parade our company commander, Major John Hemsley, was faced with the unusual situation of the company sergeant major marching the senior under-officer in front of him. Exercising the judgement of Solomon, Major Hemsley pointed out that once commissioned I could claim with justice that it would not be right to be shouted at by the company sergeant major, but that for another month I was still a cadet and needed to remember that. I apologized profusely to Mr Stephenson, and thankfully the incident was closed. The toughest of men, but also one of the most generous, Mr Stephenson sent me a Christmas card in December 2009 thanking me for what I had done for the Army in my time as Chief of the General Staff. A lot of water had gone under a lot of bridges since we had shouted at each other on Old College Square in July 1971!

The Sovereign’s Parade marks the culmination of every main course at Sandhurst, and on 30 July 1971, when Intake 47 had finished its training, Her Majesty the Queen was represented on the saluting dais by His Majesty King Olav V of Norway. For fellow cadet Charles Thom and me this was particularly special as we were both being commissioned into the Green Howards, of which King Olav was the colonel-in-chief, an honorary position he had inherited from his father, whose great-aunt, Queen Alexandra, had given her name to the regiment. The climax of the Parade is the moment when those to be commissioned march up the steps of Old College and through the Grand Entrance, memories of being apprehensive cadets two years before lost in the pride of being about to take the Queen’s Commission and to lead soldiers. None of us knew, of course, what the future would hold; but we were eager to find out.
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