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FOREWORD

F

or those who practise war in the twenty-ﬁrst century the idea of a
‘great battle’ can seem no more than the echo of a remote past. The
names on regimental colours or the events commemorated at mess
dinners bear little relationship to patrolling in dusty villages or waging
‘wars amongst the people’. Contemporary military doctrine downplays the idea of victory, arguing that wars end by negotiation not by
the smashing of an enemy army or navy. Indeed it erodes the very
division between war and peace, and with it the aspiration to ﬁght a
culminating ‘great battle’.
And yet to take battle out of war is to redeﬁne war, possibly to the
point where some would argue that it ceases to be war. Carl von
Clausewitz, who experienced two ‘great battles’ at ﬁrst hand—Jena in
 and Borodino in —wrote in On War that major battle is
‘concentrated war’, and ‘the centre of gravity of the entire campaign’.
Clausewitz’s remarks related to the theory of strategy. He recognized
that in practice armies might avoid battles, but even then the efﬁcacy
of their actions relied on the latent threat of ﬁghting. Winston Churchill
saw the importance of battles in different terms, not for their place
within war but for their impact on historical and national narratives.
His forebear, the Duke of Marlborough, fought four major battles and
named his palace after the most famous of them, Blenheim, fought in
. Battles, Churchill wrote in his life of Marlborough, are ‘the
principal milestones in secular history’. For him, ‘Great battles, won
or lost, change the entire course of events, create new standards of
values, new moods, new atmospheres, in armies and nations, to which
all must conform’.
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Clausewitz’s experience of war was shaped by Napoleon. Like
Marlborough, the French emperor sought to bring his enemies to
battle. However, each lived within a century of the other, and they
fought their wars in the same continent and even on occasion on
adjacent ground. Winston Churchill’s own experience of war, which
spanned the late nineteenth-century colonial conﬂicts of the British
Empire as well as two world wars, became increasingly distanced from
the sorts of battle he and Clausewitz described. In  Churchill rode
in a cavalry charge in a battle which crushed the Madhist forces of the
Sudan in a single day. Four years later the British commander at
Omdurman, Lord Kitchener, brought the South African War to a
conclusion after a two-year guerrilla conﬂict in which no climactic
battle occurred. Both Churchill and Kitchener served as British Cabinet
ministers in the First World War, a conﬂict in which battles lasted
weeks, and even months, and which, despite their scale and duration,
did not produce clear-cut outcomes. The ‘Battle’ of Verdun ran for all
but one month of  and that of the Somme for ﬁve months. The
potentially decisive naval action at Jutland spanned a more traditional
twenty-four-hour timetable but was not conclusive and was not
replicated during the war. In the Second World War, the major
struggle in waters adjacent to Europe, the ‘Battle’ of the Atlantic, was
fought from  to early .
Clausewitz would have called these twentieth-century ‘battles’ campaigns, or even seen them as wars in their own right. The determination to seek battle and to venerate its effects may therefore be
culturally determined, the product of time and place, rather than an
inherent attribute of war. The ancient historian Victor Davis Hanson
has argued that seeking battle is a ‘western way of war’ derived from
classical Greece. Seemingly supportive of his argument are the writings of Sun Tzu, who ﬂourished in warring states in China between
two and ﬁve centuries before the birth of Christ, and who pointed out
that the most effective way of waging war was to avoid the risks and
dangers of actual ﬁghting. Hanson has provoked strong criticism:
those who argue that wars can be won without battles are not only
viii
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to be found in Asia. Eighteenth-century European commanders,
deploying armies in close-order formations in order to deliver concentrated ﬁres, realized that the destructive consequences of battle
for their own troops could be self-defeating. After the First World
War, Basil Liddell Hart developed a theory of strategy which he
called ‘the indirect approach’, and suggested that manoeuvre might
substitute for hard ﬁghting, even if its success still relied on the
inherent threat of battle.
The winners of battles have been celebrated as heroes, and nations
have used their triumphs to establish their founding myths. It is
precisely for these reasons that their legacies have outlived their direct
political consequences. Commemorated in painting, verse, and music,
marked by monumental memorials, and used as the way points for
the periodization of history, they have enjoyed cultural afterlives.
These are evident in many capitals, in place names and statues,
not least in Paris and London. The French tourist who ﬁnds himself
in a London taxi travelling from Trafalgar Square to Waterloo Station
should reﬂect on his or her own domestic peregrinations from the Rue
de Rivoli to the Gare d’Austerlitz. Today’s Mongolia venerates the
memory of Genghis Khan while Greece and Macedonia scrap over
the rights to Alexander the Great.
This series of books on ‘great battles’ tips its hat to both Clausewitz
and Churchill. Each of its volumes situates the battle which it discusses
in the context of the war in which it occurred, but each then goes on
to discuss its legacy, its historical interpretation and reinterpretation,
its place in national memory and commemoration, and its manifestations in art and culture. These are not easy books to write. The victors
were more often celebrated than the defeated; the effect of loss on the
battleﬁeld could be cultural oblivion. However, that point is not
universally true: the British have done more over time to mark their
defeats at Gallipoli in  and Dunkirk in  than their conquerors
on both occasions. For the history of war to thrive and be productive
it needs to embrace the view from ‘the other side of the hill’, to use the
Duke of Wellington’s words. The battle the British call Omdurman is
ix
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for the Sudanese the Battle of Kerreri; the Germans called Waterloo ‘la
Belle Alliance’ and Jutland Skagerrak. Indeed the naming of battles
could itself be a sign not only of geographical precision or imprecision
(Kerreri is more accurate but as a hill rather than a town is harder to
ﬁnd on a small-scale map), but also of cultural choice. In  the
German general staff opted to name their defeat of the Russians in East
Prussia not Allenstein (as geography suggested) but Tannenberg, in
order to claim revenge for the defeat of the Teutonic Knights in .
Military history, more than many other forms of history, is bound
up with national stories. All too frequently it fails to be comparative,
to recognize that war is a ‘clash of wills’ (to quote Clausewitz once
more), and so omits to address both parties to the ﬁght. Cultural
difference and even more linguistic ignorance can prevent the historian considering a battle in the round; so too can the availability of
sources. Levels of literacy matter here, but so does cultural survival.
Often these pressures can be congruent but they can also be divergent.
Britain enjoys much higher levels of literacy than Afghanistan, but in
 the memory of the two countries’ three wars ﬂourished in the
latter, thanks to an oral tradition, much more robustly than in the
former, for whom literacy had created distance. And the historian who
addresses cultural legacy is likely to face a much more challenging task
the further in the past the battle occurred. The opportunity for invention and reinvention is simply greater the longer the lapse of time
since the key event.
All historians of war must, nonetheless, never forget that, however
rich and splendid the cultural legacy of a great battle, it was won and
lost by ﬁghting, by killing and being killed. The Battle of Waterloo has
left as abundant a footprint as any, but the general who harvested
most of its glory reﬂected on it in terms which have general applicability, and carry across time in their capacity to capture a universal
truth. Wellington wrote to Lady Shelley in its immediate aftermath:
‘I hope to God I have fought my last battle. It is a bad thing to be
always ﬁghting. While in the thick of it I am much too occupied to feel
anything; but it is wretched just after. It is quite impossible to think of
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glory. Both mind and feelings are exhausted. I am wretched even at the
moment of victory, and I always say that, next to a battle lost, the
greatest misery is a battle gained.’ Readers of this series should never
forget the immediate suffering caused by battle, as well as the courage
required to engage in it: the physical courage of the soldier, sailor, or
warrior, and the moral courage of the commander, ready to hazard all
on its uncertain outcomes.
H E W ST RA C H A N
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PREFACE

A

lamein grew out of a series of conversations with my former
editor, Michael Upchurch. Michael was surprised that El Alamein
featured but brieﬂy in my study of the struggle for mastery in the
Mediterranean in the s and s. I was very grateful when Sir
Hew Strachan suggested that I should tackle the cultural afterlife of
El Alamein. I was delighted when Matthew Cotton at OUP agreed to
commission Alamein: Matthew and the OUP editorial team have
improved the book greatly as it has evolved. I would like to thank
OUP’s anonymous readers for their careful reading of my work at
various stages in its evolution: many of their insights have been
incorporated in the ﬁnal book, to its great beneﬁt.
I have received a great deal of kindness and help in writing Alamein.
The School of History at the University of Leeds provided a stimulating and convivial atmosphere in which to research, think about, and
write history. I would like to thank the School for granting me a
semester of leave from teaching in which to ﬁnish Alamein. Nir Arielli,
my colleague in the School’s International History and Politics group,
drew on his own interests to provide me with insight into how
Alamein still has resonance in contemporary Israel, Italy, and Libya.
I was greatly assisted by a quartet of colleagues in the School of
Languages, Cultures and Societies. Paul Cooke and Alan O’Leary
attempted to give my handling of world cinema a patina of plausibility.
Alison Fell and our colleagues in the Legacies of War group provided
a constant source of insight for an international historian straying
near the disciplinary borderlines. I am especially grateful to Elizabeth
Ward for sharing her path-breaking doctoral research on European ﬁlm
festivals.
xiii
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Beyond Leeds I have drawn on intellectual sustenance from many
other historians. David Reynolds and Olivier Wieviorka allowed me to
try out ideas as part of La Guerre des Sables project, speciﬁcally the
meeting at the École Française de Rome, as did Robert Holland at the
University of Cyprus/British School at Athens Levant conference in
Nicosia. I would like to thank three leading historians of the Second
World War for putting aside their own work to read and improve my
own: Niall Barr of King’s College London and the Joint Services
Command and Staff College, Sönke Neitzel of Universität Potsdam,
and Phillips O’Brien of the University of Glasgow, for their insight,
references, emendations, correction, discussion, and encouragement.
I am most particularly grateful to Bastian Matteo Scianna who provided extensive notes and comment on the Italian dimension of
Alamein based on his doctoral research at the LSE. I am very lucky
to work within the outstanding scholarly community that studies the
history of war.
I am grateful to The Trustees of the Liddell Hart Centre for Military
Archives for permission to quote from the Liddell Hart, North,
and Pyman papers. Quotations from the Auchinleck and Dorman
O’Gowan papers are used by courtesy of the University of Manchester.
My greatest thanks go to my wife, Helen, for making writing books
so much fun, whilst introducing some rigour to my thought and
expression. Alamein is dedicated to her, with love.
SIMON BALL

Leeds, November 
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