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Uncomfortable Conclusion in Afghanistan
Editor’s Introduction
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Your Executive has made every effort to restore a normal programme, even holding our first talk in the
Liberal Club, but also supported by zoom attendance. Numbers are understandably not back to normal levels
yet, but we very much hope that many of you will take every opportunity to attend the re-instated LMHG
Annual Dinner, planned for Thursday 18th November – full details and application form attached/enclosed.
In our July newsletter we rather ‘jumped the gun’ in announcing “Afghanistan is finally surrendered to its
inevitable Taliban fate”. We have now moved beyond doubt with a significant loss of face by the US
Government with whom UK has been in lockstep. History and its lessons were sadly not at the forefront of
our military planners minds when re-engaging 20 years ago with this lawless tribal land and a generation of
fine soldiers have paid the price and sadly will go on doing so as the ghosts linger in the memory.
The Taliban takeover of Afghanistan has raised some important questions for the West. Violent,
religious zealots in power anywhere breeds extremism and danger but permanent or semi-permanent
western occupation, as we’ve seen in Afghanistan, represents a kind of imperialism America (and her
allies) has now rejected. Is this the time for a full reassessment of the West’s strategic capabilities?
There has also been criticism about the manner of our
withdrawal, with many concerned that the British
Government appears to be dragging its feet in coming
to the aid of the Afghans who helped our forces.
Female soldiers in particular have been left in a perilous
situation. The way we have exited this war may be
setting the conditions for failure in the next.
Pages 4 to 6 amplify this theme.
The Centenary of the Royal British Legion and the Army
Benevolent Fund raiser at Cartmel Races feature on page 2
Along with a piece conratulating Lancaster City Council, which appears to be responding to years of
prompting and the guidance of Cllr Roger Dennison as Armed Forces Champion, upon winning their recent
award on page 3. We also feature an update on the Waterbird project and a WI initiative to remind the City
of wartime recipes from the 1940’s.
Much has sadly been made in the press of late of the woke agenda to question everything to do with slavery
and Empire. This is a huge topic inclined to inflame opinions, but we cover one City’s questioning of a Boer
War Memorial on page 7 and the re-appearance of a WW1 letter on page 8. David Hodgson has re-visited the
RAF at sea, not its normal environment, on page 9. Harry Fecitt’s final article on the Chindits rounds off his
excellent series of articles and we also look forward to his next on the activities of King's Own anti-tank
gunners in World War 2 in future editions. Peter Dew has also prepared a series on the Dambusters which
will appear in future editions.
Mike Irvine has created a LMHG YouTube channel and posted the recordings of Zoom presentations by
Martin Alexander, Iain Murray and recently John Gedge’s talk on the Royal Observer Corps – do take a
look. More will be added as we progress our programme giving those not able to attend access to our
speakers – use the following link: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCO9tqgph76S9NDYvH5BpoaQ .
Simply copy the hyperlink then paste into your browser bar.
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Autumn Events

Confirmation of these events will be emailed - If in doubt, contact either
mike.irvine@talk21.com or call 07876710565 for information
Wednesday 6th Oct - NW Region’s Afghanistan Forum, 5.30pm at Crofton Hall – see foot of page 6

Thur 21st Oct – David Dawson – “Tanks a Lot” – An abundance of Soviet Armour re-purposed!
At the Liberal Club – talk to start at 7.30pm – No buffet at this event
18th November TBC – Annual Dinner at Lancaster Golf Club – Invitation attached/enclosed.
25th November – Joint lecture with Lancaster University CWD –
Dame Mariot Leslie – The Defence and Security Implications of Sottish Independence
Timing and arrangements to be advised later by the University
Tues 14th December – Military Carol Service – Exec still to decide on this event – see back page

Royal British Legion Centenary
Andrew Taylor, RBL representative on the LMHG
Executive, reports that on the 25th of July 1921
Lancaster Branch was registered as a branch of the
then British Legion. 100 years later, to mark the
centenary of the event, his Worship Councillor
Mike Greenall, Mayor of Lancaster, attached the new centenary
pennant to the branch standard at a short ceremony in the
Garden of Remembrance at Lancaster Town Hall.
The photo below shows RBL Committee member Mr Ken
Capewell, Standard Bearer John Smullen, Branch President and
Chairman Raymond Hirst, Mayor Cllr Mike Greenall, Lady
Mayoress Mrs Margaret Greenall, Secretary Andrew Taylor, and
Treasurer Maj (Rtd) Dr Stephen Cade.

Cartmel Races and the ABF
At relatively short notice an appeal was made to members to support the Army Benevolent Fund’s (ABF) charity day at
Cartmel Races, held on August Bank Holiday Monday. A tidy sum of £2,500 was raised for the ABF thanks to our
volunteers pictured below.
Left: Captain Stephen Crowsley, Chair of Cumbria Committee ABF, being interviewed by the
Course Announcer in the Winners Enclosure.
Middle: Lord Hugh Cavendish introducing Captain Stephen Crowsley
to diners in the VIP dining room.
Right: Members
of the ABF and
LMHG collection
team;
Dave Hodgson
Jeffrey Mills
Paul Bradburn
Martin Alexander
Mike Irvine
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Lancaster City Council achieves Ministry of Defence Recognition Award
The Defence Employer Recognition Scheme (ERS) encourages employers to support defence and inspire others to do
the same. The scheme encompasses bronze, silver and gold awards for
employer organisations that pledge, demonstrate or advocate support
to defence and the armed forces community, and align their values
with the Armed Forces Covenant. Lancaster City Council is proud to
receive the silver award by the Ministry of Defence Employer
Recognition Scheme, recognising its commitment to the employment of the Armed Forces community.
The Council, already a signatory to the Armed Forces Covenant and bronze Employer Recognition Scheme Award
holder, has developed a number of internal improvement initiatives including improved recruitment advertising,
communications and training, as well as the creation of an Armed Forces staff network, who have provided key
insights into the support that can be given to internal staff and the wider Armed Forces community in the district.
Support is also provided to council employees who serve as reservists, and those who
volunteer to provide cadet training. Councillor Roger Dennison, the council’s Armed
Forces Champion, said: “We are thrilled to have received this award and would encourage
other local businesses and organisations to learn more about the Armed Forces Covenant
and the Employer Recognition Scheme.”
Mark Davies, director for communities and the environment and Armed Forces Covenant
Lead Officer said: “The Armed Forces community have been instrumental to our country’s
response to the coronavirus pandemic and it is fitting that during this period we have
improved our own offer as an employer of choice to this community. In the last week we
Roger Dennison, Armed Forces Champion
hear that the City Council have committed to achieving the Gold Award in 2022.
for Lancaster City Council

A taste of 1940s
On Saturday 12th September the ladies of the Women’s Institute replicated
menus from the Second World War in Lancaster Museum in the
Marketplace. A taste of 1940s cooking, sugar and butter free with Cocoa
not chocolate; according to the NHS this was the healthiest diet for over a
century. The initiative was supported by our Armed Forces Champion and
led by Mrs Dennison. The samples were tested by over a hundred visitors
and over 60 feedback forms were submitted. The Museum management
seemed pleased with results: perhaps they’ll give us more notice next time
and we can all go!

Waterbird Update
Some ten years ago, the Waterbird Project team, commissioned a full-size flying replica of Waterbird, Britain’s first
successful floatplane, which made her historic flight on Windermere on 25 November 1911. Four years ago, the
replica’s builder successfully flew the aircraft as a landplane. She was then converted to a floatplane and the project
team, now all non-family enthusiasts including LMHG’s Royal Navy representative, carried out the replica’s first waterborne trials at Nottingham in September last year.
Unfortunately the float, built to exactly the same
dimensions and weight as the 1911 original, had
insufficient buoyancy to provide an acceptable
margin of safety. We commissioned a replacement
float with a significantly greater reserve of buoyancy
and trialled the aircraft on her “home” water,
Windermere, in June of this year, piloted by an
experienced (and lighter) seaplane pilot, whose usual
steeds are Hurricanes and Spitfires. The aircraft appeared to be perfectly trimmed and easily reached a waterborne
speed of 30 knots but then developed a marked “porpoising” effect, a phenomenon well-known in powerboats and in
floatplanes. The pilot wisely decided not to risk powering through this phase and called a halt to the trials.
The team is full of admiration for the pioneering Edward Wakefield, though he had several significant advantages over
his 21st C. successors. He had deep pockets, unlimited time, owned property on the shores of Windermere, had the
support of Winston Churchill (First Lord of the Admiralty), no Civil Aviation Authority breathing down his neck and no
Lake District National Park regulations. There are no records describing Wakefield’s trials on Windermere 1911, so we
don’t know whether he suffered similar problems. However, we shall persevere. Volunteer expert hydro-dynamasists
and aero-dynamasists are currently analysing the video footage of our June trials in an attempt to determine what
modifications need to be made to the float – perhaps reducing the depth of the hull steps or re-positioning them. We
will keep you updated when progress has been made with an improved design and trials resume.
Adrian Legge
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Afghan exit is a strategic blunder
The rapid advance of Taliban forces in Afghanistan is a tragedy, for Taliban rule spells dictatorship and misery. There
are already reports of women being denied the right to work, forced to stay indoors and even forcibly married off to
fighters as children. The collapse of the nascent Afghan state, which now seems to be more likely than not, would
trigger an exodus of refugees and create a base for future terrorist activity, and regardless of what one thinks of the
West going into the country back in 2001, it had a responsibility to leave in the correct manner. ‘Plainly it has not. '
The original justiﬁcation for military action was not nation building but to destroy terrorist networks and deny
extremist groups territory from which they could launch attacks on the West.
Having dislodged al-Qaeda and the Taliban relatively swiftly, the United States judged that walking away would create
a vacuum, so it forged an international coalition to support the development of an effective Afghan state — and there
were some successes, notably in democratic participation and women’s rights.
But as Donald Trump complained, this was also a recipe for “forever war”. The more the US committed itself to various
conﬂict zones, the more it felt obliged to protect its investment by maintaining peace. At the same time, policy was
dictated less by common sense military advice than by domestic politics. We did not ﬁght a war for 20 years, wrote
one US Army colonel, “we fought 20 incoherent wars, one year at a time, without a sense of direction”.
It was Barack Obama who ordered a surge in troop numbers, because he conceptualised Iraq as a bad war and
Afghanistan as a good one; after a few years in ofﬁce, he had announced that troop numbers would reduce. Mr Trump
campaigned against nation building in 2016; supported an open-ended commitment after re-election; and then
withdrawal prior to the 2020 election. Facing pressure from congressional Democrats, and with the milestone 20th
anniversary of 9/11 coming up, Joe Biden decided to deliver on Mr Trump’s promise. It is probably a popular move in
his heartland constituencies but displays a weakness on the world stage to opposing regimes.
Defenders of the withdrawal argue that the fact that the Afghan state has collapsed this quickly; indicates that the
mission was a failure, and that a victory for the Taliban, no matter how awful, would be a verdict on the futility of
exporting Western values — a replay of the fall of Saigon in 1975. The Afghan state is corrupt. It is not inconceivable
that some of the population welcome the harsh certainties of the Taliban’s brand of Sharia law.
Critics of withdrawal, on the other hand, arguethat the ambition of developing a civil society that an keep terrorism at
bay was perfectly sound: the Afghan army and police force were supposed to do the bulk of the work, supported by a
skeleton staff of Western personnel and air power. By leaving so suddenly — so completely — we have not only pulled
the rug out from under the country’s feet but sent a signal to other allies that our word is uncertain. Aggressive global
powers, such as Russia or China, now know that when things get too difﬁcult, we are inclined to cut and run.
But who is this “We”? Ben Wallace, the Defence Secretary, has said that Mr Biden’s Withdrawal was a “mistake”, yet
the inability of the UK to do anything about it only underscores what US critics of the project have always said: this
was Pax Americana, largely paid for by American taxpayers and with the lives of American soldiers, and the United
States’s allies were not equal partners in a coalition but supporting players. Once the American public set its heart on
retreat, that was the end..
The EU sounded comically impotent when it issued a warning that if the Taliban takes Kabul and establishes an Islamist
regime, it would face “isolation”, as if an army of fanatics cares. Mr Biden’s press secretary sounded ridiculous too,
when she said that the Taliban must reﬂect upon what they want their role within the international community to be,
as if the judgment of the very people they hate is an abiding concern. Many Western policymakers, sadly, seem naive
and out of their depth: too small in relation to the challenges of our era.

Anglo-Afghan Relations from the 1830’s
The three conflicts called the Afghan Wars, (1839–42; 1878–80; 1919) in which Great Britain, from its base in India,
sought to extend its control over neighbouring Afghanistan and to oppose Russian influence there, demonstrate
persistence in failed foreign policy. Sadly the most recent events since 9/11 prove to be a repeat of these mistakes.
The recent withdrawal from Operation Herrick is not only sensible, but overdue. This article is intended to provide a
potted history of the background to our military entanglements with that problematic country.
First Anglo-Afghan War
Following a protracted civil war that began in 1816, the Bārakzay clan
became the ruling dynasty of Afghanistan, with its most powerful
member, Dōst Moḥammad Khan, ascending the throne in 1826. With Great
Britain and Russia manoeuvring for influence in Afghanistan, Dōst
Moḥammad was forced to balance his country between the two great
powers. The British, feeling that Dōst Moḥammad was either hostile to them
or unable to resist Russian penetration, moved to take a direct role in Afghan
Dost Mohammed Khan
affairs. First they negotiated unsatisfactorily with Dōst Moḥammad, and then
an invasion of Afghanistan was ordered by the governor-general of India, Lord Auckland, with the object of restoring
exiled Afghan ruler Shah Shojāʿ to the throne. Not only was this intervention uninvited, it was unwise!

4

In April 1839, after suffering great privations, the British army entered Kandahār, and Shojāʿ was then crowned shah
and installed at Kabul. The Afghans, however, would tolerate neither a foreign occupation nor a king imposed on them
by a foreign power, and insurrections broke out. Dōst Moḥammad—who had escaped first to Balkh and then
to Bukhara, where he was arrested—escaped from prison and returned to Afghanistan to lead his partisans against the
British. In a battle at Parwan on November 2, 1840, Dōst Moḥammad had the upper hand, but the next day he
surrendered to the British in Kabul from where he was deported to India with most of his family.
Just as in the last twenty years, anti-British protests and skirmishes continued throughout the country, and the military
occupation became untenable. Terms for withdrawal were discussed with Akbar Khan, Dōst Moḥammad’s son, but
Sir William Hay Macnaghten, the British political agent, was killed during a parley with the Afghans. On January 6,
1842, some 4,500 British and Indian troops, with 12,000 camp followers, marched out of Kabul. Bands of Afghans
swarmed around them, and the retreat ended in a bloodbath. Over 16,000 British and Empire soldiers and camp
followers were massacred by Afghan tribes at the
village of Gamdamack on the road to Jalalabad.
Dr William Brydon, pictured left, was the sole
survivor to reach the garrison and pass on the
tragic news.
Although in the summer of that same year 1842,
British forces again reoccupied Kabul on the
orders of the new governor-general of India, Lord
Ellenborough, who finally relented when in 1843
Dōst Moḥammad returned to Kabul and was
restored to the throne. An ignominious end to a
foolhardy attempt to protect the noth west
frontier of the Empire.
Second Anglo-Afghan War
In November 1875 British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli appointed Lord Lytton governor-general of India. Lytton
during his service there was concerned primarily with India’s relations with Afghanistan. At the time of his
appointment, Russian influence was again growing in Afghanistan and Lytton had orders to counteract it or to secure a
strong frontier by force.
Soon after Lytton arrived in India, he notified Shīr ʿAlī
Khan—the third son of Dōst Moḥammad, who
succeeded to the throne upon his father’s death—that
he was sending a “mission” to Kabul. When the emir
refused Lytton permission to enter Afghanistan, Lytton
bellicosely declaimed that Afghanistan was but “an
earthen pipkin between two metal pots.” He did not,
however, take action against the kingdom until 1878,
when Russia’s General Stolyetov was admitted to Kabul
while Lytton’s envoy, Sir Neville Chamberlain, was
turned back at the border by Afghan troops.
Sir Louis Cavagnan signing the 1879 Treaty of Gandamak
Viceroy Lytton decided to crush his neighbouring
“pipkin” and launched the Second Anglo-Afghan War on November 21, 1878, with a British invasion. Shīr ʿAlī fled his
capital and country, dying in exile early in 1879. The British army occupied Kabul, as it had in the first war, and a treaty
signed at Gandamak on May 26, 1879, recognized Shīr ʿAlī’s son, Yaʿqūb Khan, as emir. He subsequently agreed to
receive a permanent British embassy at Kabul. In addition, he agreed to conduct his foreign relations with other states
in accordance “with the wishes and advice” of the British government.
This British triumph was short-lived, however. On September 3, 1879, the British envoy, Sir Louis Cavagnari, and his
escort were murdered in Kabul. British forces were again dispatched, and before the end of October they occupied
Kabul. Yaʿqūb abdicated the throne, which remained vacant until July 1880, when ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, nephew of Shīr ʿAlī,
became emir. During the reign of ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, the boundaries of modern Afghanistan were drawn by the British
and the Russians. This ‘foreign’ overview arrangement was to remain for over thirty years despite known local
opposition
Third Anglo-Afghan War
With the outbreak of World War I there was in Afghanistan widespread support of Ottoman Turkey against the British.
However, the ruler of Afghanistan at the time, Ḥabībullāh Khan, was able to maintain a policy of non-involvement
throughout the war. When Ḥabībullāh was assassinated on February 20, 1919, by persons associated with the antiBritish movement, his son Amānullāh Khan took possession of the throne. At that time Britain still exercised an
important influence on Afghan affairs.
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In his coronation address Amānullāh declared total independence from Great Britain. This led to war with the British
but fighting was confined to a series of skirmishes between an ineffective Afghan army and a British Indian army
exhausted from the heavy demands of World War I. Nevertheless, the month long war gained the Afghans the conduct
of their own foreign affairs. A peace treaty recognizing the independence of Afghanistan was signed at Rawalpindi
in August 1919. Before signing the final document with the British, the Afghans concluded a treaty of friendship with
the new Bolshevik regime in the Soviet Union. Afghanistan thereby became one of the first states to recognize the
Soviet government, and a “special relationship” evolved between the two governments that lasted until December
1979, when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan during the Afghan War.
Although a charming man and a sincere patriot and reformer, Amānullāh was also impulsive and tactless and tended
to surround himself with poor advisers. Shortly after ascending the throne over one hundred years ago, he pushed for
a series of Western-style reforms, including an education program and road-building projects, but was opposed by
reactionaries. In 1928 he returned from a trip to Europe with plans for legislative reform and emancipation of women,
proposals that caused his popular support to drop and enraged the mullahs (Muslim religious leaders). In the same
year a tribal revolt resulted in a chaotic situation during which a notorious bandit leader, Bacheh Saqqāw seized Kabul
and declared himself ruler. Amānullāh attempted to regain the throne but, for reasons that are unclear, failed to do
so. He abdicated in January 1929 and left Afghanistan for permanent exile that May.
This first hundred years of British engagement ironically ended in exactly the
same way as the immediately past 100 years with a reactionary fundamentalist
revolt against western norms and diktats. Afghanistan was and remains a feudal
society fragmented into tribal fiefdoms which kneel to no central government.
The Taliban will find it no easier to control these people than any of the previous
indigenous or foreign leaders. The West would be well advised to mitigate the
effects of this fractional leadership than to directly impose solutions. Lesson
learned?

AFGHANISTAN WITHDRAWAL NEWS – COMBAT STRESS
The news coverage regarding the take over of Afghanistan by the Taliban is significantly affecting our Armed Forces
and veteran community. It’s vital that everyone recognises the impact the situation in Afghanistan could have on the
mental health of veterans across the UK. Since the withdrawal we have seen an increase in calls to our Helpline and
many veterans have told us that they feel let down, angry and frustrated.
Recent coverage may be triggering difficult thoughts and feelings, and could be re-traumatising some veterans or
worsening conditions like PTSD. Veterans’ families will also be impacted by the news from Afghanistan as they do what
they can to support their loved ones who may be suffering the effects of trauma or as they are reminded of the loss of
a loved one, killed in the conflict.
Combat Stress’s Peer Support Service brings former servicemen and women together to share their experiences of
mental health issues and receive support and understanding from others who’ve walked a similar path. The service is
run by veterans who have all received our treatment, helping others to see they’re not alone in what they’re
experiencing. It’s the only UK-wide service of its kind. Veterans can attend small group meetings and also meet
individually with a regional peer support co-ordinator once a month. Whilst it’s always good to talk, our Peer Support
Service provides so much more. It aims to help veterans feel accepted and empowered to tackle their mental health
problems, adjust to civilian life and ultimately regain their independence. All our peer support co-ordinators have
undertaken specialist peer support training, mental health first aid as well as training in risk indicators and how to
respond to if a veteran is in crisis.
We understand that, as a result of the news surrounding Afghanistan, many military personnel – past and present may be feeling on edge right now. It’s natural to experience all sorts of emotions, and some may feel overwhelming.
However, if your threat dial is up, you feel on high alert or ‘sparking’, or you notice your anxiety levels feel high right
now, this can have a negative impact on your mental health.
We encourage all veterans, particularly those who served in Afghanistan, to call our 24-hour Helpline if their mental
health has been impacted by what is happening in Afghanistan.
You can call our free, confidential Helpline on 0800 138 1619.
Or you can text 07537 173683 (standard charges may apply for texts) or email helpline@combatstress.org.uk
If you want to support Combat Stress go online to https://combatstress.org.uk/donate or call 01372

587 151

STOP PRESS
 The North West Region’s Afghanistan Forum is being held on the evening of Wednesday 6th October at Crofton
Hall, located at the back of Fulwood Barracks. The forum is intended for anyone involved in and affected by their
tour of duty in Op Herrick and Op Toral. For more information email ed@v4f.co.uk or contact Col Rosie Stone:
630stone@armymail.mod.uk
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Memorials ‘Reinterpreted’?
A memorial in Newcastle to local men who died in the Boer War is being considered for “suitable interpretation” by
the local city council. On the face of it, there is nothing to interpret: this statue and obelisk commemorate men who
died, paid for by local people including the families and friends of the fallen. This was the first war in which it became
general practice to record the names of ordinary soldiers on public monuments — the act of a newly democratic
society, and a sign of community solidarity. In most cultures, memorials to the dead — even those of enemies — are
treated with respect. Is this still the case in 21st century Britain?
The Newcastle City Council is considering whether the memorial is “appropriate”,
as the Boer War was, it says, a “colonialist enterprise”. It plans to erect
information panels at the memorial. If the aim is simply to inform the public, I
would suggest the following, which the council is welcome to use free of charge:
“The South African War, or Second Boer War (1899-1902), was fought between
the British Empire and two white settler states of Transvaal and Orange Free
State. Relations between the Dutch-speaking settlers (“Boers” or Afrikaners) had
been bad since the British Empire abolished slavery in the 1830s, causing the
slave-owning Boers to set up their own states outside the Empire.
In 1899 the Boers invaded British-ruled territory. Their more numerous and better
armed troops forced the British onto the defensive, until volunteers from Britain,
Canada, Australia and New Zealand eventually turned the tide. A long guerrilla
war followed, which caused bitter controversy within Britain due to the severe
impact on Boer civilians.
The Boers attracted sympathy and political and military support from extreme
nationalists in France, Ireland and Germany, due to racial solidarity with the white
This South African War Memorial
settlers and because of hostility to Britain and to what was presented as Jewish
remembers the 370 soldiers from
Northumbrian regiments who
capitalism. The British won crucial support from Africans, Indians and Africanwere killed in the 1899 to 1902
Americans who detested the racism of the Boers. However, while Boer
conflict in South Africa Located in
independence was ended, and large parts of southern Africa (now independent
The Haymarket the landmark was
states) were safeguarded as British protectorates, in the long run the Afrikaners
built in 1908 and at 24m tall is
won back power leading to the apartheid regime in South Africa.”
both the largest and oldest war
But I rather doubt that the advocates of “suitable interpretation” would regard
memorial in Newcastle. In 2016
this as suitable at all, reminds us that slavery and racism were on the other side,
Newsastle City Council “proposed
and that the British Empire was not the stage villain.
works to repair and restore the
That raises the obvious problem: who provides the “interpretation”, and who
monument (which) will sustain
decides whether it is “suitable’. The council aims to “identify a suitably informed
and enhance the significance of
this important landmark within
academic”. This repeated word “suitable” worries me.
the city”!
Who or what is being suited? Is the aim to inform the public, or to use history to
The column depicts Nike, the
advance a present-day ideology?
Greek goddess of victory, facing
Picking an academic is no guarantee of the former. The recent report by War
to the North East.
Graves Commission, seemingly driven by axe-grinding academics, decided that
commemoration of the dead of the First World War was “racist”, and that this proved the “pervasive racism” of the
British Empire. But a careful examination (the evidence, which is what academics
are supposed to do if they are worth their salt, shows the very opposite: that the remains of soldiers killed in that war
were treated equally and with sensitivity to their different cultural traditions. We don’t need “suitable” interpretations
that please lobbyist we need honest and accurate ones serving the public good.
The policy of the present Government, when historical I monuments become controversial, is to “retain and explain”.
On the face of it, this is sensible, and doubtless well meaning. The hope presumably is that a sensible middle way can
be found that will satisfy all reasonable people. But if “explanation” of a tendentious kind is used as a vehicle for
creating division, the problem is aggravated. As may be the danger in Newcastle, what is to prevent a politically
motivated or merely feeble local authority from allowing “retain and explain” to be exploited by activists who are not
interested in history except as a tool of propaganda? Do we want every statue and war memorial “explained” as a
shameful relic of racism and exploitation?
At the moment, the Government is working to draw up guidelines to aid public bodies to navigate this minefield, and
to encourage them not to take what has hitherto been the easy route of appeasing often tiny numbers of activists —
in the case of a war memorial in Edinburgh Castle, one single person.
I am glad to be a member of an advisory panel on this tricky task. If government policy is not to be hijacked the
guidelines will need to be firm and carefully drafted. I think the Government hopes to calm the situation down: good
luck to it. But it will need to show firm resolve as well as sweet reasonableness.
ROBERT TOMBS

7

Letters to William Smith
The family of a World War One soldier, whose letters from home were recently found, have been traced, thanks to a
French historian's online appeal. Ms Bernardet said her team were so touched by the writings, they wanted to find the
soldier's relatives to share the letters with them, but the
search proved difficult. The letters were sent to Liverpool
born L/Cpl William Swift in 1916 and were found under
floorboards in a house in Noeux-les Mines in northern
France, in which he may have been billeted during the
war
Mathilde Bernardet said despite months of research, his
family proved elusive, so she posted a plea on Facebook.
"We had been running research on our own for months
and didn't find much, so we decided to go on Facebook,
hoping that we may be able to find a lead," she said. She
said it was "shared a few thousand times" and "in less
than four hours", they had found "a few connections" to
his family.
The historian, who works for Memorial 14-18 museum at
Notre Dame De Lorette, said L/Cpl Swift signed up to fight when the war began in 1914 and arrived in France as part of
the King's Own Royal Lancaster Regiment in 1916.
He fought at the Battle of the Somme and was later billeted to Noeux-les Mines, where the letters from his family
were found, along with some World War One ammunition, by a schoolteacher during a building renovation more than
a century later.
Ms Bernardet said they were "just simple letters, sent by parents
who care about their son". "The letters are full of support," she
said. "The mum says she misses her son - she hopes he is doing
well, keeping well and that she trusts in him. "It's full of love
really." Bernardet said she hoped L/Cpl Swift's family could visit
his grave in France
She said she now hoped to return the letters to L/Cpl Swift's
relatives, who live near Liverpool.
"Hopefully, if they want, they can come to France and see where
William is buried and where he fought," she added.
L/Cpl Swift was killed a year after the letters were written at the Battle of Arras at the age of 19 and is buried at the
nearby Tilloy British Cemetery.
The French curator contacted Peter Donnely at the King’s Own Museum, who wrote “ I suspect that the museum in
France, or the owner of the letters will wish to keep them, but I am sure in the fullness of time we may be able to
obtain copies”.
He went on to comment “I have no reason to believe that William Swift had any connection with Lancaster. I guess he
was Liverpool born and bred and was enlisted into the King’s Own Royal Lancaster Regiment as that is where men
were needed at the particular time he enlisted. I see he was 19 years of age when he died in May 1917, and I he did
not go overseas until 1916, and from his number, 19032, he either joined the King’s Own in June 1915 from another
unit, or that is his date of enlistment into the army”.
“You would not believe the number of people who joined
up on the First Day of the War! Family history is certainly
good at forgetting which dates people enlisted! 19032
was a number issued to a soldier who came into the
King’s Own in June 1915, and I am afraid I do not know if
he directly joined the King’s Own on enlistment, or had
been with another unit, by gut reaction is that at that
time he would have joined the King’s Own straight
away.”
“The vast majority of soldiers of the King’s Own Royal
Lancaster Regiment in the First World War were not from
the regimental recruiting area, Fleetwood in the south, to Barrow, Millom, Coniston to the north with Lancaster in the
middle. So it is not really a Lancaster story, other than the connection with the King’s Own.”
“The War Graves Commission record his parents as William and Sarah Jane Swift of 58 Barrow Street of Kirkdale.
Again there is no indication that any of the family had any link with Lancaster.”
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‘Tin Boats’ of the Royal Air Force Marine Branch (The end of an era)
The Marine Branch was small in comparison to the remainder of the Royal Air Force
but size was no true indication of relative importance. The RAF Marine Branch was
called upon to deal with specialised applications of maritime practice not usually
encountered in other sea services.
Formed within days of the creation of the RAF, the Marine Branch provided tender
services for seaplanes and flying boats, rescues of downed airmen and target towing
and torpedo recovery duties. This new Trade Group 7 was to provide very specialised
seaborne support for the next sixty-eight years.
Where ever the RAF went around the globe, the Marine Branch followed. Particularly
well known for its wooden high power launches of the Second World War, as
portrayed in ‘The Sea Shall Not Have Them’, it also worked in conjunction with
lifeboat crews when the Navy allowed the RNLI to launch, which was not often.
After the end of the war the
Marine Branch was using exhausted boats and so took on charge,
three RN minesweepers in the 1960s as well as using ex-Army
landing craft in the Far East.
All was to change though, and a new fleet of metal boats were
about to take to the water to replace the mixed bag of vessels in
service. Gone were the twin Oerlikon machine guns and in came
modern search and rescue equipment. By 1966 plans had been
approved for a much expanded Marine Branch, with new designs
and all metal construction, much to the Navy’s chagrin. As all exservicemen know, plans and reality often deviate and in the
event only a modest number of boats were finally built.
Of several classes, each is extensively described with numerous line drawings and details of their roles, culminating in
the final two built in 1981, Her Majesty’s Air Force Vessel
Lancaster, laid down as Harvard, and HMAFV Wellington.
By 1986 they had become mere AFVs, manned by contract
crews and by 1991 they were being sold out of service. The
book continues their service in civilian life. The confusion
continued to the end as to which service operated what
equipment when the Royal Corps of Transport ordered
two similar vessels to Lancaster / Wellington for range
clearance, surveillance and safety duties. (These boats are
also fully described)
So why ‘Tin’ boats? This was the name adopted by RAF
crews weaned on generations of high-speed wooden
launches, who looked upon the new steel craft with
intrigue and scepticism in equal measure. By the time the
‘Tin’ boats arrived on the scene, swingeing
successive budget cuts, coupled with successive
Government Reviews reduced the RAF Marine
Branch to a shadow of its former self. In the postwar period, they operated from some twenty-eight
Marine Craft Units worldwide but, by the mid 1970s,
only three UK units remained and on 31st March
1986, the RAF Marine Branch was disbanded and its
tasks were handed over to civilian contractors.
A well-researched book by Donald Smith, a former
crewman, it is well worth a read by anyone
interested in the subject of ‘unusual’ military
equipment.
Published by Lightmoor Press it is available from the
publisher, online, or at local bookshops.
ISBN 9781 9035 99 28 0

David Hodgson
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CHINDIT HEROES OF THE KING’S OWN ROYAL REGIMENT
In this last of five pieces, Harry Fecitt concludes his Chindit series with extracts from two exceptionally brave and
decorated soldiers and gives quite graphic accounts of the later days of fighting of the ‘Forgotten Army’.
No. 8. 371011 Lance Corporal Albert Halsall MM, 2nd Battalion The King’s Own Royal Regiment.
No. 9. 3710133 Sergeant Geoffrey Douglas Barley BEM, 2nd Battalion The King’s Own Royal Regiment.
“I decided to withdraw from the Block while we still had enough ammunition to use in the difficult task of breaking
contact. This is never easy to do in daylight, between forces as large as those engaged here. And we had, at a guess,
about ninety men who could not walk unaided, and another thirty or forty who could not walk at all.”
Extracted from ‘The Road Past Mandalay ‘ by John Masters, who commanded 111 Indian Infantry Brigade (Chindits)
and Blackpool Block.
THE WITHDRAWAL FROM BLACKPOOL BLOCK
Brigadier John Masters gave orders to
his columns to move out of the block
and occupy layback positions along the
withdrawal route westwards to
Indawgyi Lake. The party concealing
the majority of the mules at Mokso
Sakan, well outside the block, was
ordered to move to meet up with the
withdrawing brigade. The very few
unwounded mules inside the block
were loaded with signals generators,
the cipher chest, and medium machine
guns.
Mortars were disabled and
abandoned because of their weight.
Masters watched his men walk or
stagger past him, often supporting or
carrying another man. He later wrote:
“A soldier of the King’s Own limped by, looked up at me and said, ‘We did our best, didn’t we Sir?’ A Cameronian lay
near the ridge top, near death from many wounds. ‘Gi’ me a Bren’, he whispered to his Lieutenant. ‘Leave me, I’ll
take a dozen wi’ me’.”
Colonel Thompson, Commanding Officer of 2nd King’s Own, had been
wounded leading one of the last counter attacks against the Japanese
and Major Heap commanded what was left of the two King’s Own
columns, now merged into one. Major Heap laid an ambush on the
road leading south from the block and he had a vital task to perform.
A machine gun under Lance Corporal Albert Halsall was the most
important weapon in the ambush and despite men manning the gun
being killed, Albert Halsall did his job, as the hand-written citation for
his award of the Military Medal illustrates:
On the 25th May 1944, during the evacuation of BLACKPOOL Road
Block, Lance Corporal Halsall, who was in charge of a Vickers
medium machine gun detachment, was ordered to site his gun in a
very exposed and unprepared position which was under very heavy
Preparing a railway demolition
shell fire. His task was to prevent, at all costs, the enemy’s reaching
Central Ridge until the block had been successfully evacuated. Lance Corporal Halsall carried out his orders to the
letter despite three of his crew being killed at the gun position. He behaved throughout with great bravery and
showed a complete disregard for his own life. This action, without a doubt, was an invaluable contribution to the
successful evacuation of the block. Signed by Major V.F. Royle, Commander 41 Column.
As the Brigade prepared to slide and stagger up and down steep jungle ridges in the pouring rain a medical crisis could
not be contained – the doctors knew that some of the wounded men were dying and could not be saved, and their
exhausted stretcher bearers were needed to carry other wounded men who could be saved. John Masters was called
to the scene. He later wrote:
The stretchers lay in the path itself, and in each stretcher lay a soldier of 111 Brigade. The first man was quite
naked and a shell had removed the entire contents of his stomach. Between his chest and pelvis there was a bloody
hollow, behind it his spine. Another had no legs and no hips, his trunk ending just below the waist. A third had no
left arm, shoulder or breast, all torn away in one piece. A fourth had no face and whitish liquid was trickling out of
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his head into the mud. A fifth seemed to have been torn in pieces by a mad giant, and his lips babbled gently.
Nineteen men lay there. A few conscious. At least, their eyes moved, but without light in them.
The doctor said, ‘I’ve got another thirty on ahead, who can be saved, if we can carry them’. The rain clattered so
loud on the bamboo that I could hardly hear what he said. ‘These men have no chance. None can last another two
hours, at the most’.”
John Masters, with 2,000 men in the column that it was his duty to
withdraw safely, knew that the few had to be sacrificed, and he did
not want his wounded to fall into Japanese hands and be used for
bayonet practice. Those severely wounded men that were
conscious were killed by morphine injection and the unconscious
ones were shot (to save the rapidly dwindling stock of morphine).
He wrote:
“I went back up to the ridge, for the last time. One by one,
carbine shots exploded curtly behind me. I put my hands to my
ears but nothing could shut out the sound. I muttered ‘I’m
sorry’, and ‘Forgive me’, and hurried on.”

Tending to wounded at Broadway airstrip

Four days after leaving Blackpool, 111 Chindit Brigade reached
Mokso Sakan by Lake Indawgyi, and John Masters requested,
and received, flying boats to come and take out 150 wounded
men.
The signallers of the King’s Own played a vital role in maintaining
contact with Brigade HQ and the Administrative Base, and in
calling for ground to air strikes on enemy positions and for
casualty evacuation aircraft. Sergeant Geoffrey Barley was
awarded a British Empire Medal for his diligence and devotion to
Indawgyi Lake
duty. His citation read:
From March to July 1944 Sergeant BARLEY was in charge of the Signals Section of 46 Column. During the campaign
he had several attacks of malaria, but in spite of this, and no matter how tired he was at the end of a day’s march,
his first object was always to “get through” on the wireless. This frequently entailed working well into the night, but
Sergeant BARLEY thought of his own personal comfort last, his duty always first. For conspicuous devotion to duty
Sergeant BARLEY is recommended to be awarded the British Empire Medal.
Signed by Major V.F. Royle, Commander 41 Column.
THE FINAL BATTLE
Meanwhile the Anglophobe USA General ‘Vinegar Joe’
Stilwell, whose 30,000 Chinese soldiers had failed to take
Myitkyina (except for the airstrip) ranted and raved about the
uselessness of the Chindits that were under his command. He
asserted that Blackpool Block should never have been
abandoned. Lord Mountbatten, the theatre commander,
sent General Slim, the 14th Army Commander, to negotiate
with Stillwell, who dominated General Lentaigne who had
taken command of the Chindits when General Wingate was
killed. Mountbatten, Slim and Lentaigne all failed the Chindits
who should have been withdrawn from operations because of
their exhaustion and malnourishment.
Stilwell was not interested in the physical condition of the
Chindits, or in their lack of heavy weapons and artillery, he
Admiral Mountbatten talking to General Stilwell
threw them into hard fighting to cover up the deficiencies of
his Chinese troops. 77 Chindit Brigade was already fiercely fighting for Mogaung, and Stilwell ordered 111, 14 and the
West African Brigades to march to engage the Japanese west of Mogaung.
The King’s Own Regimental History (page 440) records:
‘On June 10th, 2nd King’s Own moved up the valley of the Indaw Chaung in one column to assist in the operations
against Mogaung, which had been invested at the end of May by 77th Brigade. The men were sometimes splashing
through swamps, at others climbing up almost perpendicular mountain-sides in which, in the heavy rain, steps had
to be cut and revetted before the column could move. Nevertheless they attacked and drove in enemy outposts,
capturing a hill known as Point 2171 and held it until relieved by fresh troops.
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Ten days later a medical inspection resulted in only one officer and ninety other ranks being passed fit for
operations. Lieutenant Colonel L.D.A. de Larpent of the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers took over command. The
flanking thrust had helped to dislodge the enemy from the hills and made possible the capture of Mogaung on June
26th, four days after the junction of the two divisions on the Kohima – Imphal road and the reopening of
communications between Imphal and the rest of India.
It was not until July 26th that the King’s Own Chindits received orders to go to Mogaung, whence they were
transported by jeep train to Myitkyina and flown back to India. The march to Mogaung brought the number of
miles covered by the Battalion since March 10th to a total of over eleven hundred.’
The Commonwealth War Graves Commission commemorates 57 soldiers of the King’s Own who died in World War II
Burma, and a further 29 who died in India, 10 in Pakistan and 1 in Bangladesh. The Indian commemorations were
mostly severely wounded men flown out of Burma who died of wounds.
POSTSCRIPT
The following paragraph appears on the Chindit Society website:
‘Typical temperatures were 110-112 degrees Fahrenheit, with extreme humidity. Clothes and webbing rotted in the rain
and sweat. A Chindit required 12 pints of water daily, but often had to go without. They subsisted almost entirely on
air-dropped K rations. Each man was supposed to receive three meal packs per day for five days (i.e. 15 packs).
Airdrops were often cancelled or were unsuccessful, with stores missing the drop zone, and five days’ rations had to last
eight days or longer. Rifleman and Bren Gunner Jack Redding (of 41 Column, King’s Own Royal Regiment, 111
Brigade), for example, lost three stone in 18 weeks while behind the lines.’
IMAGES courtesy of the Imperial War Musem:
SOURCES:
Colonel J.M. Cowper. The King’s Own. The Story of a Royal Regiment. Volume III, 1914-1950.
Chindit Society website: https://thechinditsociety.org.uk/
John Masters. The Road to Mandalay.
CWGC records & National Archives gallantry award citations.
By Harry Fecitt MBE TD
HARRY FECITT MBE, TD is a former British Army infantry officer who has also
served in the armies of Zambia, the Sultanate of Oman and Dubai. In retirement
he takes a keen interest in the less well-known incidents in British colonial military
history, researching and writing for several military journals. His aim is to
emphasise the forgotten contributions and sacrifices made by the soldiers of
former British Imperial territories who volunteered to serve the British Crown. He
has visited the Second World War battlefields of north-east India and is the author
of two books concerning the army of undivided India in both World
Wars: Sideshows of the Indian Army in World War I and Distant Battlefields: The
Indian Army in the Second World War.
We are also pleased to announce the publication of his
newest book - the UK edition of "Road to Kohima".
This is a unique collaboration between a senior Naga
journalist and Harry, looking at Naga involvement in
the Battle of Kohima, which was instrumental in halting the Japanese invasion of India. The
book illustrates the ordinary civilian experience, details military events in Kohima, and
explains the Naga participation as soldiers. Through personal stories, the book tells how
Naga lives were affected and how village life was pieced back together once the war
moved on.
In April 1944, while the UK was getting ready to launch D-Day, 6,000 miles away, the
Japanese invaded the jewel in the British crown – India. Approximately 15,000 Japanese
soldiers travelled over the hills of Nagaland to be met by a small garrison of 1,500 British
and Indian soldiers who held out for fifteen days, before the British 2nd Division arrived to
help push the Japanese into retreat. Over 3,000 soldiers died during the Battle of Kohima and no house was left
standing when the armies left.
Now, for the first time, we can hear this story from the Naga perspective, the people whose home was Kohima, the
capital of Nagaland. They acted as porters, stretcher bearers and combatants, and many British said afterwards that
they owed their victory to the Nagas.
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Lancaster Military Heritage Group Executive Meeting
Tuesday 14th September, 2021
held in Liberal Club, Lune Street and by ZOOM at 19.00 hours
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Apologies and Welcome: Brian Jefferson Chaired the meeting
Apologies: Tim Roberts, John Gedge and Adrian Legge
Approval of Minutes: Executive 13th July, 2021 – accepted.
Matters Arising: None
Membership and Recruitment – No report.
Publicity, Social Media, PR –
Alan Sandham reported that City Council as employer had been given a Silver award in the Defence
Employer Recognition Scheme.

6.

7.
8.

9.

10.

11:

David Hodgson remarked on need to create awareness of lectures available, possibly with posters in
libraries, university notice boards and in military establishments. To be explored further.
Facebook: Mike Irvine: 48 have now joined. YouTube channel created and showing lectures
Website – Mike Lamb suggested an upgrade to the Wix platform – to be investigated.
Reveille website being improved by Morph.co.uk (Kendal), the Westfield WMV grant to be applied for.
(£1000), invoice expected within a week or so.
Newsletter – Any additional text needed by 25th September
Future Events
23rd September, John Gedge on Royal Observer Corps in Lancaster.
21st October, David Dawson – Tanks a lot! Surplus Soviet hardware in the Glasnost period
25th November, talk at Lancaster University (Dame Mariot Leslie former UK Perm Rep to NATO).
£5 buffet at talks queried and agreed makes for pleasant evening. To be discussed in November.
Liberal Club now charging £15 per event – original room no longer available
Annual Dinner 18th Nov – Lancaster Golf Club (Ashton Hall) booked, but speaker still required.
Pro Chancellor Alistair Burt (ex Foreign Office minister) contacted but no reply as yet.
Andy McNab suggested by Peter Dew. Prof John Gooch (ex-Lancaster and Leeds Univs) by Martin A.
Carol Service
Priory expensive with heating and music costs.
If cadets invited, they need insurance (might be included in Armed Forces Day costs).
Perhaps alternative venue possible. (St Thomas’ Lancaster).
Martin Edmonds’ lecture. February 22, TBA with University CWD
Remembrance Sunday, 14th November (wreaths to be laid: David Dawson to do so.
David H re: Morecambe promenade (meeting with council - responsibility for public safety).
External Links
Royal Navy – HMS Lancaster open day cancelled at last minute – may visit Liverpool?
University – no proper sessions in the last year – next year being planned.
Army - £2500 raised for the Army Benevolent Fund at Cartmel Races – members thanked.
RAF – Battle of Britain Memorial Service, St Barnabas’ Church, Morecambe, 19 September at 3pm.
Royal British Legion – 100th Anniversary of Lancaster Branch. Item for newsletter
Galgate War Memorial re-dedication service, September 25th
TREASURER
Bank balance £3656
£110 newsletter printing only cost since last report
£15 room charge for tonight.
£1000 to come from Westfield. Invoice for website to be requested asap.
Date of next meeting: Tuesday 9th November – David Hodgson to Chair.
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All Change at the Priory
With the retirement earlier in the year of the last Vicar of Lancaster, The Rev Chris
Newlands, it has taken some time to appoint a successor. But we are happy to
announce that we have a new face to look out for if the LMHG Carol Service**
goes ahead this year. History has been made with the appointment of the first
woman Vicar of Lancaster. Leah grew up in Grimsby, studied music at Huddersfield
University, then theology at Durham University and became a priest in 2004. Her
appointment was announced at Lancaster Priory and Wakefield Cathedral in July.
Canon Leah Vasey-Saunders is moving to Lancaster from Wakefield Cathedral,
where she has been Canon Precentor for the past five years. She is married with
four children and was inducted at Lancaster Priory early in September.
A statement by Wakefield Cathedral said: "Leah has been a wonderful colleague and friend to many in the cathedral,
city and diocese and we will miss her energy, warmth and liturgical imagination."
Her husband, Dr Mark Vasey-Saunders, is also a priest and has been academic tutor at St Hild Theological College in
Yorkshire since 2017. They have three sons and a daughter aged 11 to 17.

LMHG Carol Service**
As members will know, we have been running an annual Military Carol Service, principally in the Priory, with other
venues used occasionally. This year we are trying to balance the costs associated with using the Priory and the
difficulty of ensuring the support of our Reserve and Cadet Units in the District, given the difficulties they have of
resuming training post covid. Until we have confirmation of their intention and other administrative issues, the
decision to proceed with the Servicehas been put on hold, with a final decision to be made at the next Executive
meeting on 4th November.

