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Most of this book was previously available as ‘Best We Forget’.
The chapters on war films and the memorials of Hyde Park Cor-
ner and Green Park have been added, and a few corrections and
revisions made. I have also added phototographs which I took
whilst researching war memorials and commemoration. This ver-
sion has been produced as a companion book to ‘War Work’ – a
catalogue of my artworks inspired by the ideas I write about here,
This was for their exhibition at Air Gallery, Altrincham in Novem-
ber 2020. All photographs © David Dunnico.
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INTRODUCTION: Best We Forget
Commemorations of the Centenary of the First Word War
and anniversaries of events in the Second, have led to a great in-
terest in how we remember and understand these conflicts. Mil-
lions of people died in the First World War. Afterwards, the people
who had started it came up with ways to remember the dead that
made everyone else forget who had sent them to their deaths. 

The monuments they built and the rituals we followed – The
Cenotaph, the Two Minute Silence, the Tomb of the Unknown
Warrior, Poppies – seem so natural and permanent we can forget
how quickly they were designed and created, and with what great
thought and conscious intentions.

The “war to end all wars” didn’t. Yet the British have been re-
membering to forget ever since. By this I mean the people who
start wars have encouraged the people who have to go and fight
them to forget that the First World War was a disaster. Instead, a
hundred years later, banging the drum for war still seems to work
for politicians.    

The Cenotaph, Whitehall on the 100th Anniversary 
of the end of the First World War



1. IT’S LATER THAN YOU THINK

“The bells of hell go ting-a-ling-a-ling for you but not for me”
– British Airman’s song from World War One

The military like neatness. The Generals who conducted the
First World War agreed it should stop dead at precisely the
eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month of 1918.
At a quarter to peace, Frenchman Augustin Trebuchon was shot
dead carrying the message that soup would be served half an hour
late because of the ceasefire.

It has been estimated 11,000 men were killed or wounded on that
last morning waiting for 11 o’clock (or their soup). This was more
than were killed, wounded or posted as missing on D-Day, when
Allied forces invaded occupied France at the beginning of the end
of the Second World War. In 1918, others would fall after 11am
and even after the 11th of the 11th. War refuses to be neat.

The military cemeteries of The Somme and other battlefields re-
flect the neatness the military mind favours, with their thousands
of graves marked with identical white gravestones. Like the grave
stones of other French soldiers killed on 11 November 1918, Au-
gustin Trebuchon’s lies and states he died the day before. 

(Officially) the last British soldier to be killed was forty-year old
Private George Ellison, who was shot by a sniper at 9:30am. 

98

National Memorial Arboretum
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2. A WAR TO END ALL WARS

“Have you forgotten yet? Look up, and swear by the 
slain of the war that you’ll never forget”

– Siegfried Sassoon, Aftermath

The First World War lasted 1566 days. Over 11 million combat-
ants and 6 million civilians were killed. This was death on an in-
dustrial scale and the birth of the modern world. In Britain, death
amongst the conscripted army became so common that had Victo-
rian mourning fashion continued the whole country would have
been covered in black crepe, suffocating the supply of canon fodder.

“The requirements of national morale prevented extravagant
mourning in wartime, forcing prominent people to mourn 
for only a short time in public and with as stoic an attitude 
as they could muster”.
– Lou Taylor, Mourning Dress: Costume and Social History

After the war ended, no one seemed entirely sure what it had been
for. The Allies had won, so they carved up the spoils of the Aus-
tro-Hungarian Empire, demanded repatriation payments from
Germany and set the stage for a rematch 21 years later. For the
time being there was the comforting fiction of H.G. Wells (re-
peated by U.S. President Woodrow Wilson) that it had been “a
war to end all wars”. Of course, war did not end. Since 1914,
there has not been a year when British armed forces have not been
fighting somewhere. 

10

He was buried near where he fell, but like many others his body
was disinterred in the 1920s and moved (consolidated in army
parlance) to one of the large military cemeteries being built by the
Imperial War Graves Commission (later called the Common-
wealth War Graves Commission). He was reburied in Saint-Sym-
phorien Military Cemetery in Belgium, where the first fighting of
the war had taken place during the Battle of Mons. Several
decades later it was noticed purely by coincidence that Private El-
lison had been reburied directly opposite the very first British fa-
tality of the war. Sixteen-year-old bicycle scout John Parr was
killed on 21 August 1914 and buried by the Germans in 1915.
Seven paces, four years and hundreds of thousands of bodies sep-
arated the first and last British dead. 

Nothing else about how and why the dead of the First World War
were memorialised was left to chance – it was the result of con-
scious design. The war saw new ways of killing – gas, aerial bom-
bardment, machine guns, flame throwers – and it saw new ways
of mourning and memorialising that continue to this day. In his
1987 book Vimy, Paul Berton wrote:

“Nations must justify mass killings, if only to support the
feelings of the bereaved and the sanity of the survivors.”
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There have only been two years – 1968 and 2016 – when no
British personal were killed on active duty. 

And those who had started the First World War encouraged the
grieving to remember the dead and forget the reasons for their
deaths, lest they follow the Russian people into revolution. The
Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 ended Russian participation in the
war and it looked as if the German working class would go the
same way. Their Imperial Navy mutinied and took over Kiel.
Workers’ councils were formed in Berlin, the state of Bavaria de-
clared itself a socialist republic and the Kaiser was forced to ab-
dicate. The Allies feared a revolution in Germany more than they
feared the German Army in the field. Indeed, as the Allied nations
celebrated peace, their armies invaded what would become the
Soviet Union. 

The British had put down a rebellion in Ireland in 1916 and in
1919, troops and tanks took to the streets of Glasgow to quell
‘Red Clydeside’ – industrial action with a Marxist perspective. Al-
though it fell short of a general insurrection in Scotland, the fol-
lowing year, Army chiefs came up with a plan to be put into effect
“in the event of Soviet government at Liverpool”, as workers
searched for another way to fulfil the empty promise of Prime
Minister Lloyd George to build “a land fit for heroes”.

The First World War showed what modern warfare would be like.
It would cover the Earth and kill uniformed and civilian alike. It
would involve clashes of ideology, it would be messy, at times far-
cical, but always deadly. And the dead – lest we forget – had to
be commemorated and buried along with the promises that had
been made to them.

Inscription of The Machine Gun Corps Memorial
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3. DEAD AND BURIED

“If I should die, think only this of me: That there’s some corner 
of a foreign field that is forever England” 

– Rupert Brook, The Soldier 

Parts of France really are forever England. The land on which
the British war cemeteries were built after the end of the First World
War was given in perpetuity to the British by the French government.

The British had spilt a lot of blood building their Empire. Most
of it flowed from the unfortunate natives the British were claiming
to civilise. Britain may have had a professional army, but when
they weren’t fighting abroad their fellow countrymen saw them
as more as the “scum of the Earth” than “the poor bloody in-
fantry”. It was accepted by soldiers and their sweethearts that
their bodies would lie in the places they fell, although the country’s
hunger for conquest meant, that as far as Britain was concerned,
it was British owned soil. But as the attrition of the First World
War eat up the professional army, which became the volunteer
army and from 1916 the conscript army, there were those at home
who wanted the bodies of their loved ones returned from France
(which hadn’t been part of Britain for quite a while). 

In the early months of the war, a small number of British families
had paid for bodies to be exhumed and returned home for reburial.
The British Army made its disapproval clear. The French went fur-
ther and banned the practice altogether in the case of their dead.

Cross of Sacrifice in the Commonwealth War Graves Commission Cemetery, 
at Southern Cemetery, Manchester
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The committee proposed with insensitive practicality, a chain of
50 open air crematoria at 10 kilometre intervals sited between the
front line and the artillery parks. Each crematorium would be 100
metres square, shielded by a portable canvas screen. At its centre
a large pit would be dug and filled with alternative strata of naked
dead bodies and wood. Petrol or tar would be used to burn the
corpses. Each crematorium would be manned by 25 grave diggers,
20 woodsmen, 20 wood carriers, one doctor, one engineering of-
ficer, several non-commissioned officers, one priest and (possibly)
one rabbi. 

This sounded brutally rational, but the report had to resort to
vainglory. The dead had “behaved like heroes”, but the state had
to ask the dead(!) for one last sacrifice and asked relatives to “give
up their bodies also”. It called on everyone to pull together and
honour heroes the way governments always do when they want
someone to get killed on their behalf: “Let us honour them as the
ancients honoured their heroes by burning their bodies…” 

(It didn’t mention the pressing problem of myriads of worms or
myriads of flies).

Cremation was not an uncommon practice for armies in wartime,
although it had only been legal to cremate French civilians for
about 30 years. It was the same in Britain, although cremation
was not formally on the statute books until 1902. But the practice
was still unacceptable to many. The Catholic Church did not for-
mally sanction it until 1963 and in France there are still more buri-
als than cremations. Recognising the distaste for burning over
burying, the report appealed to the modernity the war was accel-
erating. “Let us free ourselves from the prejudice of the old cus-
toms...” In the main, the appeal failed. 

However, when Lieutenant William Glynne Charles Gladstone
MP (Grandson of the late Prime Minister) was killed by a sniper
on 13th April 1915, his well-connected family got the nod from
the Prime Minister and the King. His body was dug up by soldiers
under fire and repatriated and buried next to his father. For those
in command, men with spades were for digging trenches not dig-
ging up bodies. They maintained that both officers and men, the
upper and the working class, went into battle together, died to-
gether, so should be buried together. Thus, they turned the ques-
tion of leaving them on the battlefields one of equality.

The local population usually saw to it that the dead were buried
near to where they fell. Sometimes this would be in the local
churchyard, on occasion in forests or even in people’s gardens. A
British unit recorded the details of the gravesites as they found
them. Later on, they took photographs of the graves giving rela-
tives something more tangible than a location to mourn over. 

However, the industrial scale of the carnage was such that an in-
dustrial scale solution to the problem of bodies was needed, if
France and Belgium were not to became a landscape of craters
and cemeteries.

In 1915, at a time when cremation was rare, a French committee set
up to examine the problem of the dead warned with gory relish:

“The hot weather is approaching. It is in the Spring that epidemics
develop with the greatest vigour… Myriads of worms swarm in
the corpses… Myriads of flies will alike sow those germs of death
sprung from the dead... Great evils need great remedies. We have
only just time to act…”
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The Americans ever since have followed an ethos of “no one left
behind” and go to great lengths (and expense) to recover and iden-
tify remains and bring the bodies back for burial in home soil. But
in 2015, it emerged that for some home soil was a landfill site
rather than hallowed ground. The Washington Post uncovered the
story that between 2004 and 2008, partial remains and body parts
of at least 274 dead service personnel who had been returned
through Dover Air Base had been incinerated and dumped in the
King George County Landfill dump in Virginia. 

Just before the 1991 Gulf War, President George Bush Senior
banned news reports of flag draped coffins being returned home
in case it affected public support for war the way it had in Viet-
nam. The blackout was not lifted until April 2009, by the Obama
administration.

The changing nature of war since 1945 has made the British re-
think their liking for foreign fields. After the Falklands War, some
of the families of the 255 British fatalities requested the repatria-
tion of bodies. The corpses of 52 soldiers, 11 Royal Marines and
one laundryman from Hong Kong were returned to Britain. Most
of the 650 Argentine dead never returned home. About half were
killed in the sinking of the warship General Belgrano and went
down with the ship. Of the others, 237 are buried on East Falk-
land near Goose Green. In Buenos Aires a monument records the
names of all the Argentine dead. 

The British would not experience similar numbers of dead until
they lost 453 personnel fighting in George W. Bush’s “war on ter-
ror”. The British had fought and lost in Afghanistan three times
before (1839 – 42, 1878 – 80 and 1919). 

The British kept their custom of burying soldiers in foreign fields,
though a citizen army demanded their own grave rather than the
communal pits common in earlier wars. After the war the allies
built massive military cemeteries. A century later they are still
tended and even added to. As recently as 2008, the remains of
250 British and Australians killed at the Battle of Fromelles were
discovered in a mass grave. A new cemetery was created in North-
ern France for their individual re-interment.

Historically Americans have surprisingly preferred killing each
other rather than foreigners. (More Americans were killed in the
Civil War than in all the wars they subsequently fought in.) The
Civil War can be regarded as the first modern war and the first to
be comprehensively recorded by photography. Photographs of the
aftermath of battles surely contributed to the efforts to accord the
dead a decent burial. An act of respect to the dead took place at the
end of the Civil War and is said to have inspired Decoration Day. 

This became Memorial Day, a Federal holiday that specifically
honours all American War dead. The story goes that on 1 May
1865, former black slaves in Charleston, South Carolina, dug up
the bodies of 257 dead Union soldiers who had been buried in a
mass grave in a Confederate prison camp. They spent two weeks
burying them properly in gratitude for fighting for their freedom. 

In 1917, the USA reluctantly but decisively entered the First World
War. When it was over they asked the relatives of the dead if they
wanted the bodies bringing home. Around 60% said they did and
the U.S. Army began repatriating 47,000 bodies. The army’s
Quartermaster Corps chemically treated the corpses, wrapped
them in blankets and placed them in hermetically sealed caskets,
which were then put in protective containers for shipping home.
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When the British finally did leave, they took the wall with them
in case the Mujahideen/Taliban/al-Qaeda/ISIS/Whoever came back. 

The desecration of war memorials was not unique to Islamic ter-
rorists – the troubles in Ireland saw memorials defaced, removed
and even blown up. And in the UK plaques commemorating the
fallen have been stolen – not for protest, but for profit – sold for
the scrap value of the brass or bronze they were made of.

The Afghanistan memorial was repatriated to the National
Memorial Arboretum – a kind of ‘theme park’ for military memo-
rials, in Staffordshir,e where it joined a wall of names from Basra
air base in Iraq, which also came home with British forces in 2009. 

The Arboretum is also the site of a sculpture ‘Shot at Dawn’ by
Andy de Comyn. This is dedicated to British and Commonwealth
soldiers who were executed by their own side. About 200,000
men faced a court-martial during the First World War. 

20,000 were found guilty of offences carrying the death penalty,
3,000 of these were sentenced to death and 346 executions were
actually carried out. Of these, 306 were by firing squad. The
memorial marks each of these deaths with an individual wooden
stake. These surround a figure of a blindfolded soldier modelled
on the likeness of 17-year-old Private Herbert Burden. He had lied
about his age to enlist, but later deserted. Many of these men were
probably suffering from what we now know as Post Traumatic
Stress Disorder. Calls for the men to receive pardons had been re-
jected by John Major when he was Prime Minister, but in 2006,
those who had been executed for military offenses were granted
posthumous pardons. 

Some of the British dead from these adventures lie in Kabul in
Kabre Agora (the Graveyard of Foreigners). Alongside them is the
grave of a Russian Cossack who died there in 1917 fleeing the
Bolshevik Revolution. Seventy years later, more Russians would
join him as the Red Army fought and lost to the Mujahideen.  

The war aims of the American led invasion of 2001 did not in-
clude a permanent presence. Two decades later, the Americans are
still there. They are just signing a peace deal with the Taliban. 

The British formally ended their mission in 2014. Between 2007
and 2011 the bodies of 345 British service personnel passed
through the small town of Wootton Basset in Wiltshire. A spon-
taneous act of remembrance by the local population began when
first a few, then dozens, hundreds and eventually thousands of
people lined the streets, bowing their heads in silence as the con-
voys of funeral hearses drove slowly past. 

This informal act of remembrance received significant media cov-
erage. The repatriations of bodies through Wooton Basset ended
in 2011, but the town was granted Royal status in recognition. Dr
Peter Caddick-Adams, a military expert at Cranfield University,
said the town had “shown the nation it was at war”. But if this
mission by a professional army in support of U.S. foreign policy
was a deeply unpopular one. Probably aware of this, the town’s
Mayor said in 2009, “We’ve been careful throughout this process
not to get involved in the politics of the war”. But war is always
politics by other means.

Back in Afghanistan as the war continued, the names of the dead
were recorded on brass plates on a wall at the Main British base,
Camp Bastion in Helmand Province. 
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National Memorial Arboretum The relocated Camp Bastion memorial wall (see page 20)

‘Shot at Dawn’ memorial (see page 21)
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4. ONWARD CHRISTIAN SOLDIERS (THE CENOTAPH)

I saw the Prince of Darkness, with his Staff,
Standing bare-headed by the Cenotaph:
unostentatious and respectful, there

He stood, and offered up the following prayer:
“Make them forget, O Lord, what this memorial means…” 

– Siegfried Sassoon, The Cenotaph

In 1919, the Treaty of Versailles marked the formal end of the
First World War, but set Germany on a course that would lead to
the Second World War 20 years later. With peace (temporarily)
concluded, the Allies looked for a way to reconcile the contradic-
tions of celebrating their victory but commemorating their dead.
They could kick the Germans, but needed to tread carefully with
their own people.

In Britain, there would be a victory parade, but it would march
past a monument to the dead. The monument would be in White-
hall in London at the centre of the Empire. If the British and Em-
pire dead had marched four abreast past the monument, it would
have taken three and a half days for all of them to pass by. Edward
Lutyens, the Empire’s foremost architect was given just two weeks
to design a suitable monument. Lutyens was responsible for the
Commonwealth Military cemeteries on the Continent. He was
acutely aware of the need to avoid the triumphalism some of the
commanders wanted and the overt Christian imagery that some
in the Church of England wanted. He rejected a suggestion of stat-
ues of soldiers from the former and a big cross from the latter and
instead proposed a cenotaph (Greek for ‘empty tomb’). 

24

Inscription on the Cenotaph, Whitehall, London
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Its fitness as a monument was such that other cenotaphs were
built in other cities all over the Empire (Lutyens himself designed
the one in Manchester).

The Cenotaph and the other structures and rituals of commemo-
ration filled a need that the church had not. Church attendance
had been falling in the new century and many questioned its ca-
pacity to give answers or consolation after the carnage of the war.
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, became
a convert to spiritualism after his son died of flu, two years after
being shot in the Battle of the Somme. Doyle declared, “Chris-
tianity is dead, how else could ten million young men have
marched out to slaughter? Did any moral force stop that war? No.
Christianity is dead – dead!” He and others denied much of the
normal mourning process, sort some connection with the people
they had lost. An anonymous letter in 1919 to The Courier reported:

“Mothers and friends of fallen soldiers resorting to table-rapping,
creakings, automatic writing through the medium of the
planchette, Ouija, heliograph etc. in the hope of once 
more communicating with their loved ones….”

However, the Church of England, which had been a willing and
active part of the war machine wanted to nail its cross to the
colours. If it couldn’t have a cross on the cenotaph it would have
a body. And, as we will see, they claimed the body of an unknown. 

It was classical in proportion, but modern in effect. Far from being
a monolith, the cenotaph was full of subtle angles and curves. 
It tapered as it rose, so if extended upwards its corners would meet
at exactly one thousand feet. Rudyard Kipling suggested its simple
inscription, “The Glorious Dead” and the dates 1914 – 1918 in
Roman numerals. Lutyens creation proved to be perfectly judged.

“The temporary Cenotaph structure in Whitehall immediately be-
came a focus for the mass grief of a nation ravaged by a war that
had until then had not had a sufficient collective opportunity for
expression – grief particularly enhanced because very few bodies
had been repatriated from foreign theatres of war and few of the
fallen had had individual funerals.”

The Cenotaph successfully reconciled the contradictions at the
heart of commemorating the carnage. It was neutral enough in
form so people could project their own thoughts on to it (espe-
cially during the Two Minute Silence). And it was secular. Many
Empire troops were not Christian. Similar sensibilities were shown
in the decision not to mark war graves with crosses, but with a
stone that could be inscribed with a religious or military emblem. 

The original structure was made of wood and plaster and only in-
tended to last for the week of the victory celebrations. Its imme-
diate popularity ensured it would stay. For the rest of the year it
rotted away like the bodies of the soldiers it commemorated, be-
fore being replaced in 1920 with the Portland stone structure that
has been the centre of the Remembrance Sunday commemoration
ever since. (The wood from the temporary structure was used to
make bases of model cenotaphs which were sold to raise funds
for blinded soldiers and sailors.) 
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5. POPPIES

“In Flanders fields the poppies blow, between the crosses row on row”
– Major John Alexander McCrae, In Flanders Fields

McCrae’s famous poem known either as “In Flanders Fields” or
“We Shall Not Sleep”, was published at the end of 1915 in Punch
magazine after being rejected by The Spectator. McCrae, who was
killed at the beginning of 1918, wasn’t British, but Canadian. And
it was the Americans, not the British who began wearing poppies
to commemorate the war dead. Two days before the end of the
First World War, a teacher from New York came across McCrae’s
poem in the Ladies Home Journal. Moina Belle Michael went to
Wanamaker’s department store and bought every artificial red
poppy they had. The symbol quickly became popular and in Eu-
rope a French woman, Anna Guérin, used the flower as a way of
raising money to help veterans and their families. The French al-
ready had "Le Bleuet" – the blue cornflower symbol, which re-
mains more widely worn in France than the poppy. 

In Britain in 1921, the effort to raise money around Armistice Day
fell to the British Legion (it received its ‘Royal’ designation in
1971). The Legion was formed by the amalgamation of a number
of ex-servicemen’s groups and headed by Field Marshal Douglas
Haig. The Field Marshal was a member of the Haig whiskey clan
and gave his name to the poppy appeal, which was known as ‘The
Haig Fund’. 

Poppy at the  Remembrance Sunday event in Manchester, 2014.
The year was the 100th Anniversary of the start of the First World War
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who all make weapons that kill soldiers. Such cosy relationships
with the arms industry caused a near scandal in 2012, when the
Legion’s President Lieutenant General Sir John Kiszely, was forced
to resign. He had told undercover reporters from The Sunday
Times he could use his honorary position to help defence compa-
nies lobby ministers and senior figures in the United Kingdom’s
military establishment. He went on to describe the annual Festival
of Remembrance as a “tremendous networking opportunity”. 

The poppy itself is not without controversy. To some, its close as-
sociation with the military taints it. The white poppy is an anti-
war alternative created by the Women’s Co-operative Guild and
the Peace Pledge Union in the 1930s. The red poppy has a com-
plex place in Britain’s longest running conflict – Northern Ireland.
In 2007, the Lord Mayor of Cork wore a poppy at a remembrance
service, prompting a letter to the Irish Independent newspaper that
summed up some of the issues: 

“Monies raised from the sale of poppy symbols are used to sup-
port the injured of those conflicts or families of those lost in war.
But very substantial amounts are used to build monuments to in-
sane or inane generals…

“…many of these same British soldiers who are now honoured on
Remembrance Sunday (or will be when they pass on), or who
presently attend the old boys’ clubs built on poppy donations, col-
luded with loyalist murder squads (in many cases ran them), and
killed hundreds of innocent Irish people.

“One can well understand the need by Irish families or comrades to
honour Irish men and women who fell in both world wars. But ac-
ceptable symbols must be found that will enable Irish minds to
disengage from all that the poppy currently stands for.”

As commander of British forces on the Western Front, he had
gained a reputation of waging a war of attrition and wasting the
lives of his men in pointless attacks. Even Prime Minister Lloyd
George recalled, “One of my teachers once jokingly said that Haig
was the greatest Scots General – he killed the most Englishmen”.

Lloyd George had promised that the survivors of the war would
return to “a land fit for heroes”. In fact, destitution was often the
lot of ex-servicemen and the scale of the demobilisation of men
after the war made this a massive problem. Some of those heroes
wondered why they had to rely on handouts, especially from a
fund named in honour of ‘The Butcher of the Somme’. Haig had
received handout of his own, an Earldom and a £100,000 tax free
golden handshake (an astronomical sum in today’s money). In
1926, there were calls to remove “Haig Fund” from the black cen-
tre of the poppy and replace it with “No More War”. It finally
changed in 1994 to “Poppy Appeal”. 

Following revelations in The Daily Herald of sweated labour
being used by sub contractors to make poppies, the shocked Le-
gion opened their own factories, which employed disabled ex-ser-
vice men. There were several cases in the early years where private
companies sold their own poppies and kept the profits. In one case
in the late 1920s the fake poppies were actually made in Germany.

In its first appeal, the British Legion sold eight million silk poppies,
raising the equivalent of £4 million in today’s money. In 2014, the
centenary of the start of the First World War, they raised £45 mil-
lion, making it one of the best supported charitable appeals in
Britain. However, some of its recent actions have invited criticism.
It has taken sponsorship from British Aerospace, American arms
maker Lockheed Martin and French defence manufacturer Thales,
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Every November there are stories of who has appeared on televi-
sion not wearing a poppy and thus disrespected the armed forces. 

There was a farcical moment during the 2015 appeal when a pho-
tograph was posted on 10 Downing Street’s official Facebook
page of Prime Minister David Cameron dutifully sporting a poppy
in his lapel. Twitter user Dylan Morris noticed the picture (with-
out the poppy) had been posted four months earlier and tweeted
asking if the flower had been Photoshopped? An embarrassed
Downing Street removed the offending picture, but not before it
had gone viral, inspiring ridicule, memes and mashups. Later,
Cameron went against advice and wore a poppy when he met Chi-
nese leaders. They would have been forgiven for assuming the
symbol was something to do with the Chinese Opium Wars and
said nothing, but noted the slur. 

Jon Snow a senior Channel 4 television journalist, was criticised
for not wearing a poppy on television. He branded his critics
“poppy fascists” and responded saying he never wore any political
symbols whilst broadcasting, although he did buy a poppy, which
he wore on Remembrance Sunday itself. The Royal British Legion
have long argued the poppy is not a political symbol, and agreed
with Snow, saying it is entirely a personal matter whether to wear
a poppy or not. But any politician who did not wear a poppy, not
just on Remembrance Sunday, but from late October onwards, risks
accusations of being unpatriotic or being against ‘our troops’.

Despite or perhaps because of the complexities of its meaning, the
poppy remains a popular and potent symbol for the British. One
of the most seen public artworks in recent years was Blood Swept
Lands and Seas of Red. This installation by Paul Cummins was
made up of 888,246 ceramic poppies (one for each British or

This was twenty years almost to the day after the IRA had
bombed a Remembrance Day ceremony in Enniskillen, killing 11
and injuring over 60. 

It was only in 2010 that a leader of an Irish nationalist party
(Margaret Ritchie of the Social Democratic Labour Party) wore a
poppy and attended a remembrance service. In 2015, the Prime
Minister of the Republic of Ireland visited Enniskillen and laid a
wreath of poppies at the restored cenotaph. 

But the poppy remains a contentious symbol. The Easter Uprising
for Irish independence took place at the height of the First World
War. To some, the British Empire was more of an enemy than Ger-
many. Eighty years after the end of that War and thirty years after
the start of ‘The Troubles’, The Good Friday Agreement brought
a sort of end to the fighting. 

One of the initiatives undertaken to diffuse the sectarianism that
remained was the state funded re-imaging of political murals.
Many of these Loyalist and Republican memorials featured de-
signs designed to offend the other community. Many carried overt
paramilitary iconography. The character and content were
changed. New Republican murals might place the IRA’s campaign
alongside those of the ANC in South Africa against Apartheid, or
the PLO against Israeli occupation of the West Bank. Loyalists
would appropriate the Poppy. It is seen on many of their murals,
even some commemorating Loyalist paramilitaries killed by the
British Army. 

The poppy might almost be made of litmus paper. The wearing
or not wearing of it is used by the media to test the patriotism of
television presenters, politicians, public and sporting figures. 
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Meanwhile, the war on terror seems no closer to ending than the
war on drugs, and in the mixed-up minds of politicians the two
often get mixed up. Just after 9/11, the then British Prime Minister
Tony Blair sold the case for invading Afghanistan as striking a
blow in both wars:

“The arms the Taliban are buying today are paid for by the lives
of young British people buying their drugs on British streets. 
This is another part of the regime we should destroy.” 

Actually at least some of the arms were paid for by American tax
payers when the Mujahideen were fighting the Soviets. In 2014,
after ten years of occupation by the Americans and British, John
Sopko the U.S. Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Recon-
struction, told the Senate Drug Caucus that farmers in
Afghanistan were producing more opium than ever, and the rise
in opium production is expected to continue – and to threaten the
stability of the Afghan government. Another war aim not met.

In 2019, the Royal British Legion, the body who in effect ‘own’
the Remembrance Poppy, quietly changed their definition of ‘what
is remembrance’ to include not just British and Commonwealth
armed forces, but “...innocent civilians who lost their lives in con-
flict and acts of terrorism”. The terrorism they were referring to
was of course the terrorism that came to the West post-9/11, but
despite public perception, according to the University of Mary-
land’s Global Terrorism Database, the majority of terrorist related
events (if not deaths) in the U.K. are still related to Loyalist and
Republican groups in Northern Ireland, even after the peace process. 

Colonial military casualty). The poppies spilled out of the Tower
of London and filled the empty moat, attracting 5 million visitors. 

At the end of its exhibition, actress Sheila Hancock suggested that
a tank should mow the poppies down, symbolising the lives the
war had shattered. This provocative idea was not taken up. In-
stead the individual poppies were sold off for £25 each and the
proceeds distributed to charities including the Royal British Le-
gion. A smaller scale version went ‘on tour’. 

As the survivors of World War One have died off, the meaning of
the poppy has changed. In 1981 the Royal British Legion extended
its membership to serving members of the armed forces. And es-
pecially after the 1982 Falklands War, the poppy was worn by
some as a patriotic symbol rather than one of remembrance, or a
way of supporting a charity. It takes on some of the characteristics
that compel American politicians to wear a U.S. flag badge. In the
USA, the blood red of the poppy has largely been replaced with
the patriotic red, white and blue of lapel ribbons. A letter to The
Guardian from five British veterans of Northern Ireland and The
Falklands, showed this change was not unnoticed:

“The Poppy Appeal is once again subverting Armistice Day. 
A day that should be about peace and remembrance is turned 
into a month-long drum roll of support for current wars... 
The public are being urged to wear a poppy in support of 
‘Our Heroes’...  ...there is nothing heroic about fighting in an
unnecessary conflict…” 

This view was unconsciously confirmed when the launch of the
2013 Poppy Appeal featured children dressed in t-shirts carrying
the slogan ‘Future Soldier’. The symbol of Flanders Fields was re-
cruiting youngsters to fight in the opium fields of Afghanistan.
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Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red – display of a section (see page 33) Order of Service with suggestions for Two Minute Silence

Poppies on Loyalist mural, Belfast (see page 32)
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The right wing Daily Express urged the working class returning
to a land of unemployment not to follow their Russian counter-
parts into revolution. 

“In quiet graves beyond the seas sleep a million British men who
paid the price of victory… It is our duty to see that they did not
die in vain, and for the accomplishment of that duty all classes
must now combine as they did to win the war, unselfishly and 
harmoniously. There must be a truce in domestic quarrels, an 
end to industrial strife. We must pull together lest the rewards 
of victory be thrown away.”

The left wing Daily Herald countered in a front page editorial that
same 11 November 1919:

“You will be asked to be silent for two minutes to-day, to be silent
and pause your labours to remember this day and this hour last
year…

“What will you remember and what will you forget? 
You will remember… brothers and friends of friends, 
all lying dead today under an alien soil.

“But what will you forget? The crime that called these men to
battle… The war that was to end war and in reality, did not? 

“Make the most of this day of official remembrance. 
By the sacred memory of those lost to you, swear to yourself this
day at 11 o’clock, that never again, God helping you, shall the
peace and happiness of the world fall into the murderous hands 
of a few cynical old men.”

6. AS QUIET AS THE GRAVE (TWO MINUTE SILENCE) 

“All locomotion should cease, so that, in perfect stillness, the thoughts
of everyone may be concentrated on reverent remembrance of the

glorious dead.” – Proclamation of King George V 

In 1919, the British government was torn between celebrating vic-
tory, remembering the cost of that victory and avoiding awkward
questions about what exactly had been won by those who had been
lost. The best thing to do would be to shut up and say nothing.

It seemed an empty victory to the bereaved and the maimed, so it
is appropriate that the dead were remembered with silence. 

The Two Minute Silence that is still observed today, is what has
been described as “an invented tradition”. It came about almost
casually, very close to the first anniversary of the War’s end. The
observance of a silence to contemplate the slaughter had taken
place daily in Cape Town in South Africa, where at noon ‘The
Three Minute Pause’ was observed. A suggestion for such an event
to form part of the commemoration in London was published in
a letter to the London Evening News and found enthusiastic sup-
port from the King. Like Goldilocks, the three minute South
African silence was too long, a one minute silence observed in Jan-
uary 1919 for former U.S. President Teddy Roosevelt, was too
short, and so two minutes was judged just right. 

Editorials printed in two national daily newspapers on the day of
that first two minute silence show the two opposing forces at
work in British society.  
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2010 in aid of the British Legion. Rather than a recording of an
actual silence, the digital download contained no audio, but a
video of politicians, pop and sports stars gazing at the camera.

Adrian Gregory a history tutor and author of The Silence of Mem-
ory, a book about the rituals of Armistice Day, reviewed Semper’s
work and pointed how the service was taking on a new relevance. 

“He is releasing it at a peculiarly appropriate time, when the events
of September 11 [the 9/11 2001 terrorist attacks on New York]
have renewed interest world-wide in the idea of observing a two
minute silence as a public affirmation of solidarity. The recordings
are records of an absence, the absence of sound, but an absence
which is also a highly political presence.” 

It had been thought that as the veterans of both world wars grew
old and passed away, the two minutes silence and remembrance
services might pass into history with them. 

But the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan with the resultant deaths of
British soldiers, the 50th anniversaries of events in the Second
World War, and more recently the 100th anniversaries of the start
and end of World War One, have seen more people observing the
silence and more social pressure to take part (and wear a poppy). 

It is debatable whether people who have never had direct experi-
ence of war, or even know anyone who has fought in one, feel any
real sense of loss when they stand and keep silent on Remem-
brance Sunday. 

The power of the ceremony comes from knowing that at that mo-
ment thousands, maybe millions of other people are also standing
silent. The World Wars involved entire populations. 

The silence at the Cenotaph in London was repeated in remem-
brance ceremonies all over the country. In the industrial towns
and cities of Britain the sound of silence was deafening – a barely
experienced sensation for people who lived in earshot of factories
and by roads and railways. The silences were not a moment to
empty the mind of thoughts, in fact they were full of meaning,
even if that meaning was as contradictory as the editorials in the
Express and Herald. Nor were the silences silent. The crowds of
people who came together to observe them could not stand with-
out making some noise, be it a shuffle or a cough, birds singing
or Big Ben striking 11 o’clock. The day after Armistice Day 1919,
The Times newspaper reported:

“Throughout the British Empire, from the jungles of India to the
snows of Alaska, on trains, on ships at sea, in every part of the
globe where a few British were gathered together, the Two 
Minute Pause was observed.”

On 11 November 2001, conceptual artist Jonty Semper released
Kentotaphon (from the Greek for ‘empty tomb’ [cenotaph is the
Latin equivalent]). This was two compact discs of two-minute si-
lences from the Whitehall Cenotaph ceremonies. Semper spent
four years tracking down and editing 83 archive recordings. The
earliest was from a 1929 British Movietone newsreel, the latest
from BBC TV's coverage from the year 2000. There were no two-
minute silences observed from 1941 to 1944, during the Second
World War. In the 1969 recording you can hear protesters against
the Vietnam War yelling in the background; in 1982, torrential
rain; and in 1988, a baby crying. 

If Jonty’s work was too little avant-garde and high-concept for
the charts, a charity single of two minutes silence was released in
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7. KNOWN ONLY TO GOD

“And it’s all over, for the unknown soldier” 
– The Doors The Unknown Soldier

In November 1920, the bodies of four (or maybe six, it seems no
one is entirely sure) unidentified British soldiers were dug up. They
were taken to the Chapel of St. Pol in Northern France, laid out
on stretchers and covered with Union Jacks. A Brigadier General
Wyatt and Colonel Gell entered the chapel and stood there alone
for a few moments. Wyatt randomly picked one of the corpses
and the two officers lifted the body into a coffin. The remaining
three (or five) corpses were reburied (no one’s now quite sure
where) but they were probably dug up yet again and buried with
other unidentified casualties in one of the large military cemeteries
that were built later. The unknown soldier in the coffin became,
“A British Warrior who fell in the Great War 1914–1918 for King
and Country”, and amid great ceremony was taken to Britain and
buried with full military honours in Westminster Abbey on 11
November 1920.

There were many who were to remain unknown. One monument
alone, the Thiepal Memorial to the Missing of the Somme, lists
the names of 72,194 men whose bodies were never recovered or
remained unidentified. There were hundreds of thousands of oth-
ers. The monument, sometimes known as the “open mouth of death”
was designed by Edwin Lutyens, the architect of the Cenotaph.

Many of those involved cite this feeling of standing together in a
common purpose as something they remember and, despite the
privations of life during wartime, miss. 

This perhaps explains the strange affection the British express for
the Second World War – It’s not the bombs, it is the idea of “ev-
eryone having a part to play”; “doing one’s bit”; “being on the
side of right”; and “all being in it together”. This last phrase has
been dusted off and used by the Conservative governments of
Cameron, May and Johnson to sell cuts in public spending, de-
scribed in war-time parlance as “austerity”. In 1945, the so-called
“Khaki Election” – the first held after the Second World War – to
everyone’s surprise (especially Winston Churchill’s) the Labour
Party won a massive majority. Their programme of creating the
Welfare State, nationalisation of key industries etc. was in many
ways merely an extension of the central planning that had been
necessary to direct the wartime economy, and a continuation of
popular ideas about fare shares for all and working for the col-
lective good. 
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Australia wanted an unknown soldier too, but Britain wouldn’t
let them. A staggering one in three of Australian males of military
age volunteered to fight in the war. Over 60,000 were killed and
over 150,000 were wounded, gassed or taken prisoner. Yet at the
end of the war, the British refused their request to have a tomb of
an unknown Australian warrior, saying that the tomb 9,000 miles
away in Westminster Abbey, was for all the Empire dead. From
the 1930s, Australia commemorated its dead with a Hall of Mem-
ory in Canberra, the country's capital. Finally, in 1993, 75 years
after the end of the First World War, an unidentified Australian
corpse was exhumed from a military cemetery in France. The cof-
fin was opened for inspection – they wanted a complete body,
(some of the graves contained little that could be recognised as
human remains) – and they needed to be sure the remains were of
an Australian. Fortunately, the first grave they opened contained
a full skeleton and Australian military insignia. This then was the
body that was transported to the Hall of Memory and laid to rest
once again. Brendon Kelson, the director of the War Memorial at
the time, thought the interment was in a sense part of Australia
becoming a nation in its own right.

By the time Australia had its own unknown, it had lost citizens in
other wars including Vietnam, which the British had not fought
in. So, from the start the Australian unknown represented the
dead of all wars. This status was made explicit on the 20th an-
niversary of the interment, the wording on the tomb was changed
to “He is all of them, and he is one of us”.

In Germany, which had lost some 1.8 million men in the Great
War, defeat and the political unrest that followed it, meant there
was no formal state endorsed memorial to the war dead. However,
in the early 1930s, a ‘Memorial To The Fallen of the War’ was es-

For the missing, a monument inscribed with their name acted as
their surrogate gravestone and the Unknown Warrior became
their surrogate body for those who mourned them.

The Tomb of the Unknown Warrior was distinct from the “empty
tomb” of the Cenotaph. Rather than evoking a sense of shared
and general loss, it encouraged a sense of specific bereavement.
And unlike the Cenotaph, the Tomb was overtly religious. It was
sited inside the very church where the British crowned their
monarchs. Monarchs in whose name the men had fought and died
for and monarchs who since the nationalisation of the church by
Henry VIII, had held the title Supreme Governor of the Church
of England as well as Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces. 

Whist the Cenotaph carried the triumphant but secular inscription,
“The Glorious Dead”, the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior carried
an inscription taken from the Bible. (2 Chronicles 24:16) “They
buried him among the Kings, because he had done good toward
God and toward his house”. Presumably steps were taken to en-
sure the body was not of one of the million non-Christian soldiers
who had fought for the British during the conflict. 

The Tomb immediately became a place of pilgrimage. Over
1,250,000 people visited it in the first week. Other countries fol-
lowed. There was no shortage of unidentified, unknown bodies
of all nationalities. The French were going to put theirs in the Pan-
theon, but bowed to a letter writing campaign not to sully the Un-
known with the likes of Voltaire and Zola, so buried him under L’
Arc de Triomphe just as the British were burying theirs. Belgium
ensured the choice of corpse was even more random than protocol
demanded by getting a blind soldier to pick theirs, and Italy, Por-
tugal and America all came to have their own unknowns. 
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“Eternal glory to the heroes who fell in battle with the German 
fascist occupiers for the freedom and independence of the 
Soviet Union”. 

When the wall fell and the Soviets went home to watch the Soviet
Union fall, there were (and still are) calls to demolish the edifice.
Not all war memorials are sacrosanct, not all victors stay victori-
ous. So far, Berliners have let it be. They did get their own back
by changing the road name from the Charlottenburger highway
to 17 June Street. This commemorated a revolt against the East
German government in 1953, which the Soviets had suppressed
with tanks. Perhaps what has saved The Soviet War Memorial is
that it is also a tomb. The remains of some 2,000 of the 80,000
Red Army soldiers who died in the Battle of Berlin are buried
under it. Some of them are known, some unknown, but due to
the crimes committed by some Russians, it is known locally as
“The Tomb of the Unknown Rapist”. 

tablished in a converted guardhouse on the Unter den Linden
boulevard in Berlin. It was rumoured that during the conversion
the body of an unknown German soldier was buried under the
building. The Nazis came to power shortly after and the site be-
came tainted by this association. It was damaged by British bomb-
ing during the war and afterwards lay in the area occupied by the
USSR. They changed its name to the ‘Memorial to the Victims of
Fascism and Militarism’, which changed again the reunification
of Germany in 1989. Today it is the ‘Central Memorial of the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany for the Victims of War and Tyranny’.
War memorials in Germany are far less numerous than on the vic-
tor’s side. Many are of a distinct character – “Mahnmal" – a word
that does not have an exact equivalent in English, but can be
translated as memorials that serve as a warning from history.
Some of these portray the German people themselves as victims
of the Nazis. The biggest and best known recent example of a Ger-
man memorial is the Holocaust Memorial to the Murdered Jews
of Europe, which was built in 2003 and is also near the Branden-
burg Gate in Berlin.

Mahnmal-ism or minimalism for that matter, did not have a place
in the Soviet Union’s memorial-ism. Much of Berlin was still rub-
ble when the Russians started erecting an enormous monument
to their soldiers who had died defeating Germany. The haste in
building it wasn’t the only surprising thing about The Soviet War
Memorial. It was built in what became West Berlin, in the sector
under British control. Throughout the Cold War it had an honour
guard of Red Army soldiers who popped over the wall from East
Berlin every day to parade. Its inscription was not reticent about
reminding the Germans who was in charge now (assuming they
could read Cyrillic): 
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Tomb of the Unknown, Arlington National Cemetery 
near Washington, USA (see next chapter)Soviet War Memorial, Berlin (see page 46)

Holocaust Memorial to the 
Murdered Jews of Europe
(see page 46)
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The British were also involved in the conflict, but saw Korea as
little more than a superpower pissing contest that served to con-
firm that Britain was no longer a superpower. In a near bankrupt
Britain, rearming for Korea was partly paid for by introducing
charges for dentistry and glasses in the newly created National
Health Service. The NHS and welfare state was the postwar
Labour government’s attempt to finally make the country a land
fit for heroes. Harold Wilson, then a new Member of Parliament
resigned from the government in protest at the charges. He would
later go on to become Prime Minister and keep Britain out of
America’s war in Vietnam.

In America, the mid 1950s saw paranoia about communism reach
its peak. And choosing to add two new unknowns has to be un-
derstood in the context of elevating the Cold War to the same
moral level as the ‘just’ Second World War. Congress changed
Armistice Day into Veterans Day, essentially stopping remember-
ing the dead and starting honouring the military. And in an effort
to differentiate themselves from their communist atheist foes, they
added "Under God" to the Pledge of Allegiance and started
putting “In God We Trust” on their money. Soon they were paying
for another proxy war against communism, this time in Vietnam.
If entering the First World War in 1917 had divided public opinion,
by 1975 when the USA withdrew from Vietnam, the public were
united in opposition to the war. 

But by the end of the 1970s, right wing politicians were seeing
Vietnam not as a foreign policy failure, but as an example of what
they dubbed Vietnam War Syndrome – a malaise in American self-
belief that went with stagnation in their economy and a tarnished
prestige in the eyes of the World. 

8. WE KNOW WHO YOU ARE

“If any ask why we died, Tell them, because our fathers lied”
— Rudyard Kipling, Common Form

In 1921, following the British example, the Americans dug up
four of their own unidentified dead. They selected one to lie in a
tomb at Arlington National Cemetery in Virginia. Arlington lies
across the Potomac River from Washington DC, and since the
Civil War has been the military’s most sacred cemetery. 

The British awarded the American unknown the Victoria Cross –
their highest military award and the Americans reciprocated, giv-
ing the British unknown their Medal of Honor. 

But in the USA, the First World War would always seem like
someone else’s battle. Their entry into Europe’s imperial power
struggle had remained controversial. It did however lay the foun-
dation for the USA to emerge from the Second World War as the
preeminent world power. And as it became so, America drew once
more on the symbolism of an unknown soldier. 

In 1956, the Americans dug up more bodies and buried them
stacked on top of one another. The original First World War vet-
eran was joined by an anonymous fighting man from World War
Two and another from the Korean War. A Second World War
corpse “known but to God” was America’s way of acknowledging
that after Pearl Harbour, this had been their war and not another
foreign adventure in the Old World.  
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The dead were usually quickly removed from the field, there was
better military record-keeping, and scientific advances in the iden-
tification of remains had been made. So, at any one time there
were never more than four sets of unidentified remains. Eventually
these remains were stored at the Department of Defense’s Central
Identification Laboratory in Hawaii. 

Not everyone thought there should be a Vietnam unknown at Ar-
lington. One group, The National League of Prisoners of War –
Missing In Action Families thought, “The major problem is that
they could be interring somebody who might eventually be iden-
tified.” By 1982 that is exactly what had happened to two of the
four sets of remains held in Hawaii. The third set probably didn’t
belong to an American, which left just one box. This box had been
tentatively classified as containing what was “believed to be” the
remains of an Air Force pilot whose A–37 jet had been shot down
on 11 May 1972. The aircraft was seen to crash in enemy held
territory about 60 miles from Saigon, near the Cambodian border.
The wreckage could not be reached, but six months later, a patrol
chanced across it. Other aircrew had gone missing in the area
which complicated identification, but nearby they found (accord-
ing to a log entry of the patrol’s radio message):

“One U.S. pilot’s body with ID Card, 1st LT BLASSIE, MICHAEL
JOSEPH, and one Beacon radio and two compasses and one U.S.
flag and one parachute.”

Also recovered was a rubber raft, portions of a holster, a flight
suit and a wallet containing a photo of Blassie’s family. At this
time, before DNA testing, the methods used to identify remains
were scientifically dubious. 

The failure in Vietnam was, they opined, a failure of the public
and politicians, not supporting their troops, or allowing their mil-
itary leaders to do what was necessary to win the war. 

In 1980, Ronald Reagan the Republican Party’s Presidential nom-
inee, gave a campaign address to the annual convention of the
Veterans of Foreign Wars. In it, he described Vietnam as a noble
cause, and claimed America’s mistake was, “not its entry into the
war, but failing to win it”. For the first time in its history the or-
ganisation backed a Republican for President and supported Rea-
gan, who went on to win the election. Reagan who had promised
to “make America great again”, understood how to hide behind
a flag and use the veneration of veterans at home to rally support
for military action abroad.

The Veterans of Foreign Wars and the American Legion led calls
to rehabilitate Vietnam. In response Congress authorised the
burial of an unknown from Vietnam at Arlington in the most ven-
erated shrine to veterans and the American military. This had been
authorised in 1973 and the tomb prepared in 1975, after the U.S.
withdrew. However, it remained empty until 1984 (when Reagan
was up for re-election) when a body from Vietnam was finally laid
to rest in the Tomb of the Unknowns. Unfortunately, the body
was not of an unknown – and some people knew about it. 

The 20th Century had left America with no shortage of unidenti-
fied war dead; 1,648 after World War One; 8,526 after World War
Two; and 848 after the Korean War. But for a number of reasons
there were few unidentified bodies from Vietnam. Whilst the U.S.
carpet bombed and napalmed the Vietnamese, most U.S. casualties
were caused by gun fire, which left bodies relatively intact. 
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As ever the President (and his speech writers) knew exactly how
to strike the right note and hit the intended target. 

“Today we pause to embrace him and all who served so well in a
war whose end offered no parades, no flags, and so little thanks”. 

He added that America had not been defeated on the battlefield
in Vietnam, a remark aimed to further the right’s agenda of ban-
ishing Vietnam War Syndrome. But unconsciously Reagan had
touched on a fact that would come back to haunt the neocons
who followed him into the White House. In the future the wars
America entangled itself in would not have battlefields. Indeed,
Vietnam should have served as a warning of what was to come.
‘Fourth Generation War’ was a concept developed by military his-
torian William S. Lind in the 1990s to describe struggles against
insurgents, terrorists and other non-state groups that did not form
ranks and fight like conventional armies on a battlefield. This sort
of strategy would not present clear, easy targets for the U.S. air-
power Reagan was expanding. Though in the 21st Century, Amer-
icans would wave their flags more than ever and take every
opportunity to thank anyone in uniform for “your service”, they
would find the total victory they enjoyed in World War Two, elusive. 

The casket was lowered into the ground. President Reagan the
Commander-in-Chief said his farewell, and following tradition
acted as next-of-kin and received the flag that had been draped
upon it. Like the other unknowns, the warrior was awarded the
Congressional Medal of Honor. 

The Unknown Warrior of the Vietnam War was guarded 24 hours
a day, 365 days of the year by the ‘Old Guard’, the most exclusive
unit in the U.S. Army. 

The results they gave did not tally with what was known about
Blaissie’s physiology, so the authorities were able to get the “be-
lieved to be” classification changed to “unknown”. Thus, Blaisse
became a box labelled X-26. 

The Pentagon had their body. Unfortunately, the body was just
six bone fragments – less than 3% of a complete skeleton. In the
past, a body had to be at least 80% complete to be considered as
a candidate for an unknown warrior. The lack of such complete
remains and the political pressure to fill the empty tomb led to
this requirement being waived for the Vietnam Unknown. To
avoid the risk of the remains being identified in the future, the
records that had linked X-26 to the 24-year-old pilot were ordered
to be destroyed, along with the items found with the remains.
Army Major Johnie Webb, head of the Hawaii lab that held X-26,
wrestled with a crisis of conscience. The circumstantial evidence
around the discovery of the remains meant there was a strong pos-
sibility that the original “thought to be” designation might be
right. Reluctantly he followed his orders and destroyed the paper
work. But when it came to the personal effects, Webb a Vietnam
veteran, hid them in the one place no one would ever look. “I had
to do what was right. I put the evidence in the casket... with X-26.”

It was now 1984 and President Reagan was up for re-election. De-
fense Secretary Casper Weinburger authorised X-26 to be put in
a casket and buried with full military honours in the hallowed and
ever more crowded Tomb of the Unknowns. Army Secretary John
Marsh, who later admitted he felt political pressure to comply,
favoured 11 November – Veterans Day – for the ceremony, but
that would be five days after the election. So Memorial Day, 28
May 1984, was picked. With an eye on the veteran’s vote, Reagan
presided over the internment at Arlington Cemetery. 
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The family had Michael buried in Jefferson Barracks National
Cemetery in St. Louis, Missouri, near to his Dad George, a veteran
of the Normandy Landings in World War Two. Despite the protes-
tations of the family, the grateful nation kept the Medal of Honor.
That had been awarded to the Unknown, not to Michael J.
Blaissie. In a way, it was entirely appropriate that the closing act
of the Vietnam War ended in such a tragic, farcical way. 

The tomb has started to crack and despite repairs may yet need
to be replaced. It now bares the inscription, “Honoring and Keep-
ing Faith with America’s Missing Servicemen, 1958 – 1975.” 
Over 2,000 servicemen remain missing in Vietnam. 

There will be no unknowns from Iraq, Afghanistan or any of
America’s future wars. At the time of Blaissie’s disinterment,
William S. Cohen, the then U.S. Secretary of Defense thought, 
“It may be that forensic science has reached the point where there
will be no other unknowns in any war”. DNA samples are now
taken from everyone who joins the U.S. military.

In 2009, 25 years after the internment of First Lieutenant Blassie,
Arlington belatedly installed another headstone marked “un-
known”. Six years earlier, workers went to Grave Plot 449 in Sec-
tion 68 of the cemetery to dig a grave. They found there was
already a body buried there. The paper records said the plot
should be empty. So, the military authorities who run Arlington
did what the military always do and kept silent about it.

Every hour of the day and night, rain or shine they performed the
elaborate changing of the guard ceremony to honour him and his
comrades from the First and Second World Wars and Korea. That
is until 13 May 1998, when the coffin containing the unknown
Warrior of the Vietnam War was removed from the tomb, sealed
with police evidence tape and sent to a lab where the remains in-
side it were DNA tested and identified as First Lieutenant Michael
J. Blaissie, United States Air Force. In the casket they also found
the crash site items that had been hidden fourteen years earlier.
The family knew nothing of the personal items, or of the body
originally being “thought to be” Michael. Blaissie’s mother Jean, said:

“For 26 years we have been told that Michael was never found. Yet,
he was found five months after he was shot down and then buried
without our knowledge in the Tomb of the Unknowns”.

The family had been alerted to the possibility that the body in the
tomb might be Michael by Ted Sampley, an ex-Vietnam era Green
Beret. He was the publisher of the U.S. Veterans Dispatch newslet-
ter and had actually attended the internment ceremony in 1984.
Ten years later, he wrote a piece that questioned the Pentagon’s
assertion that the body was unidentified. At the time he contacted
Blaissie’s sister Patricia who by then was herself an Air Force of-
ficer. She took his theory to the Air Force Casualty Office who as-
sured her there was nothing on file to back up Sampley’s claims –
not surprisingly as the paperwork had been destroyed as ordered.
There the matter remained for two years. Then, Sampley’s story
was read by a CBS reporter who took it up and this time con-
vinced the Blaissie family to push for answers. Their questions
eventually lead to the tomb being reopened, the body DNA tested,
a positive match made and he body returned to the family. 
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9. BY JINGO!

“We don’t want to fight but by jingo if we do...
We’ve got the ships, we’ve got the men, and got the money too!”

– McDermott’s War Song

The memorials and rituals of the First World War had quickly
become so ingrained in British culture that it seemed completely
natural for them to almost seamlessly evolve into the rituals that
would commemorate a very different Second World War. Offi-
cially, the Armistice commemorations were suspended for the du-
ration of the Second World War, but the public still gathered every
11th November at the Cenotaph, and undoubtedly thought about
the people they had lost in the current war. The fact the country
was at war again put paid to what had been the consoling phrases
of “never again” and “the war to end all wars”.   After the Second
World War ended, the dates 1939 – 1945 were added to the Ceno-
taph, and Armistice Day became Remembrance Sunday (which
would be held on the Sunday nearest to the 11th November). In
America, Armistice Day became Veterans Day in 1954, the year
after another armistice ended the Korean War. In America, pop-
pies were seen less and little lapel flags seen more. Remembrance
became less about World War One, or even World War Two, but
more about World War Three. 

Rory Fanning was a U.S. Ranger, who became a conscientious ob-
jector after seeing Iraqi civilians killed in 2004. He wrote that re-
membrance had changed from reflection to jingoism and saw an
example in the decision to change Armistice Day to Veterans Day.

Armed Forces Day, The Cenotaph, Liverpool, 2017
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limit the destructiveness of war, did fight against one another, and
the victor always plundered the vanquished. In our own day they
are not fighting against one another at all. The war is waged by
each ruling group against its own subjects, and the object of the
war is not to make or prevent conquests of territory, but to keep
the structure of society intact”.

In Orwell’s world the Party had its slogans of “War Is Peace” and
“Ignorance Is Strength”. Noam Chomksy described the slogans of
our world in his 2002 pamphlet Media Control:

“The point of public relations slogans like ‘Support our troops’ is
that they don’t mean anything... That’s the whole point of good
propaganda. You want to create a slogan that nobody’s going to
be against, and everybody’s going to be for. Nobody knows what
it means, because it doesn’t mean anything. Its crucial value is that
it diverts your attention from a question that does mean some-
thing: Do you support our policy? That’s the one you’re not al-
lowed to talk about.”

British politicians have grown envious of the American public’s
uncritical admiration for its own military, which makes it unpa-
triotic to scrutinise foreign policy or defence spending. In 2006,
in a climate of great opposition to Britain’s involvement in Amer-
ican-led invasions and occupations in Iraq and Afghanistan, the
Labour government conjured up their own annual Veterans Day.
Within three years they had decided to come clean about its in-
tentions and just call it Armed Forces Day. 

America and Britain were not the first to change the names of pub-
lic holidays to change their emphasis for propaganda value. 

“Armistice Day was sacred because it was intended to evoke memo-
ries of fear, pain, suffering, military incompetence, greed and de-
struction on the grandest scale for those who had participated in
war, directly and indirectly. Armistice Day was a hallowed an-
niversary because it was supposed to protect future life from fu-
ture wars.

“Veterans Day, instead, celebrates ‘heroes’ and encourages others to
dream of playing the hero themselves, covering themselves in val-
our. But becoming a ‘hero’ means going off to kill and be killed in
a future war – or one of our government’s current, unending wars.
We’re more comfortable with war than peace”.

Even better than being a war hero is being a war leader. Especially
if you are having a hard time keeping the peace at home. In 1982,
Margaret Thatcher was according to public opinion polls the most
unpopular British Prime Minister of modern times. After the Falk-
lands War she won the 1983 election with a landslide. General
Galtieri her opposite in Argentina, lost the war and fell from
power. In 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed and Ronald Reagan
found he had won the Cold War. Old certainties disappeared, the
world became more complex and without the old foes who un-
derstood how to sit out a stalemate, more dangerous. 

In the pause between the Second World War and the Korean War,
George Orwell (who coined the phrase ‘Cold War’) wrote in his
dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four: 

“War… helps to preserve the special mental atmosphere that the
hierarchical society needs. War, it will be seen, is now a purely in-
ternal affair. In the past, the ruling groups of all countries, al-
though they might recognise their common interest and therefore
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Rigby’s family and public opinion persuaded the council to recon-
sider and a stone tablet bearing his name was installed in a church
opposite where he died. In 2015, a further memorial to in the form
of a bronze drum and plaque were unveiled in his home town of
Middleton, near Manchester. Lee Rigby’s family had to condemn
some members of the public for using his murder to make racist
statements. As Lee Rigby was a serving soldier when he was killed,
the memorials to him have much of the character of other war
memorials. The mass, conscripted, citizen army that fought and
died in the First World War needed memorials that were different
to the bronze Generals on horseback that commemorated the Em-
pire building of Britain’s small professional army. Neither sort of
memorial works for the civilians in the ‘war on terror’. 

In 1922, Germany introduced a Volkstrauertag (People’s Mourn-
ing Day) to commemorate their Great War dead. Within a year
of coming to power, the Nazis refashioned it as Heldengedenktag
(Day of Commemoration of Heroes) completely changing its char-
acter in the process. 

In America, the military has been elevated almost to the level of a
state religion. David Masciotra in a think-piece for the website
Salon wrote:

“No American freedom is currently at stake in Afghanistan. It is
impossible to imagine an argument to the contrary, just as the war
in Iraq was clearly fought for the interests of empire, the profits of
defense contractors, and the edification of neoconservative theo-
rists. It had nothing to do with the safety or freedom of the Ameri-
can people. The last time the U.S. military deployed to fight for
the protection of American life was in World War Two – an incon-
venient fact that reduces clichés about ‘thanking a soldier’ for free
speech to rubble”. 

In Britain it has been two generations since the general public were
called upon to fight. But, civilians are encouraged to think of
themselves as combatants in a war on/of/for terror. The compar-
atively tiny number of Westerners killed by Islamic terrorists have
their own memorials.

In 2013, Fusilier Drummer Lee Rigby was murdered by two Is-
lamic extremists outside Woolwich Barracks in London. The local
council initially refused to have a memorial to the soldier. Instead
they agreed a plaque to, “commemorate all those servicemen and
woman who have served or lived in Woolwich and who have
given their lives”. 
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THESE PAGES: The next chapter ‘A Walk in the Parks’ was 
originally published as two ‘wall charts’
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announced £1million of funding for a memorial to all of the vic-
tims. This was duly built in Hyde Park and dedicated on the
fourth anniversary of the attacks. The chosen design came from
the architectural group Carmody Groarke, assisted by an engi-
neering team from Ove Arup. Landscaping was undertaken by
Colvin and Moggridge Ltd and the sculptor Anthony Gormley
acted as an artistic advisor to the project. The design was made
in consultation with representatives from the bereaved families,
the Royal Parks and the Department of Culture. 

The memorial consists of fifty-two stainless steel cast vertical pil-
lars (or stelae), each representing one of the 52 victims. Each pillar
is 3.5 metres tall, about 15 to 18cm square and weighs 850 kg.
The pillars are set one metre apart and arranged in an open pat-
tern of four interlinked clusters of 6, 7, 13 and 26 pillars. The four
clusters refer to the four sites of the explosions and the number
of pillars in each cluster refers to the number of lives lost in each
location; 6 at Edgeware Road; 7 at Aldgate; 13 at Tavistock
Square and 26 at Russell Square. They were cast in Sheffield using
a process that rendered the surface of each one subtlety different.
At eye-level each carries the date, time and location of one of the
explosions (three of the bombs went off at 8:50am, the other, ex-
ploded on the bus at Tavistock Square at 9:57am). Although each
pillar represents a person, they do not carry the name of an indi-
vidual. Instead the names of all 52 victims are listed alphabetically
on a plaque mounted on a mound at the Eastern end of the site.
The lettering on the pillars was formed as part of the actual cast-
ing and designed by typographer Phil Baines. The original speci-
fication had suggested using a traditional serif typeface such as
Garamond, which is frequently seen on monuments. However, the
casting process would not have rendered the fine detailing of a
font more usually carved into stone. Professor Baines considered

10. A WALK IN THE PARKS

“Praising what is lost makes the remembrance dear”
– Shakespeare, All’s Well That Ends Well

Hyde Park Corner is essentially a sculpture park on a traffic is-
land in a sea of memorials at the ceremonial entrance to London.
In a few hundred steps, crossing from London’s Hyde Park to
Green Park and down Piccadilly, there are three very different
sorts of monument (actually there are more than three) which in
their different ways remember people killed in three very different
wars – the Great War (The Machine Gun Corps Memorial), the
Second World War (The Bomber Command Memorial) and the
‘war on terror’ (The 7 July Memorial). In their different styles they
betray how the nature of war has changed. 

7/7 Memorial
On 7 July 2005, four bombs exploded in London. Three were on
underground trains, the other on a bus. Fifty-Six people (including
the four Islamic terrorists who were carrying them) were killed
and nearly 800 injured. It was the first time suicide bombs had
been used in Britain and the attack was popularly dubbed “7/7”
– stressing a link with the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the USA four
years earlier. 

Soon after, the dead were commemorated on small plaques carry-
ing their names at the site of each explosion. Seven months after
the bombings, the Department for Culture, Media and Sport 



7170

Commonwealth Memorials
At the end of the Second World War it was untenable that the
British Empire would resume ‘business as usual’. Protests from
colonised populations hastened the end of colonial rule. 

There was a hint of face saving when “giving up the Empire” was
‘sold’ at home as repaying countries for their contribution in the
war. Three monuments to Commonwealth countries were un-
veiled at the beginning of the new millennium. They are all na-
tional monuments that seek to avoid the negative connotations of
nationalism. 

There are more stelae in ‘Southern Stand’ – The New Zealand War
Memorial (2006) consists of 16 cross-shaped, vertical bronze stan-
dards, each carrying a marking representing the flora, fauna or
history of New Zealand. The dedication text reads:

“This memorial commemorates the enduring bonds between New
Zealand and the United Kingdom, and our shared sacrifice during
times of war. It is a symbol both of our common heritage, and of
New Zealand’s distinct national identity.” 

It is set diagonally opposite the Australian War Memorial (2003).
Whilst the Commonwealth Memorial Gates On Constitution Hill
(2002) are dedicated to the 5 million volunteers from the Indian
subcontinent, Africa and the Caribbean, who fought in the First
and Second World Wars – and according to the trust that supports
them, explicitly:

“...celebrate the contribution that these men and women and their
descendants, members of the Commonwealth family continue to
make to the rich diversity of British society.” 

using Johnston (1913), London Transport's famous corporate
san-serif font, but thought it might imply a Transport for London
memorial rather than a public one. However, there is a clear
homage to Johnston in his final design.

Although the memorial is abstract, its form is easily understood
as acknowledging both the singular and collective loss inflicted by
the bombings.  Andrew Groake explained in an interview with
Icon Magazine:

“At first glance [it's] quite a random field of pillars, but then you
start to reveal a sense that ... these lives lost were completely ran-
domly selected, there's this sense that it could have been any one
of us – this really poignant thought that the families really wanted
to embody in the memorial.” 

The memorial has won several awards and appears to have been
well received by the families of the victims and the general public
– apart from whoever wrote on it with a marker pen a couple of
weeks after it was dedicated. A number of other recent memorials
have used abstract forms and proved popular, despite the general
public’s assumed antipathy to modern, non-figurative art. 

A month before the 7/7 bombs, the Memorial to the Murdered
Jews of Europe was unveiled outside the Reichstag in the very cen-
tre of Berlin. Here 2,711 grey concrete stelae of varying heights
rise above the ground, perhaps reminding one of gravestones al-
though the memorial seems more about reminding the perpetra-
tors of their crimes, than remembering the victims.
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Visitors are free to touch the names carved into the polished black
granite. To touch the statues would be to show disrespect. 

Despite the 7 July Memorial being judged a fitting commemora-
tion, another has long been planned for Tavistock Square Gardens,
which the Number 30 bus was passing when the bomb detonated.
The gardens are in Bloomsbury near to Euston Station. They al-
ready have a number of memorials and statues including a bronze
statue of Mahatma Gandhi; a bust of Virginia Woolf; a cherry tree
planted in 1967 to commemorate the victims of Hiroshima; a
large stone bearing a plaque inscribed as a memorial to conscien-
tious objectors and a stone seat designed by Edwin Lutyens, de-
signer of the Cenotaph, and dedicated to Dame Louisa
Aldrich-Blake, one of the first female surgeons. A memorial gar-
den is proposed. At its centre will be a sundial donated by the
British Medical Association (whose headquarters are opposite and
were also designed by Lutyens). Carmody Groarke, designers of the
Hyde Park memorial, have once again been awarded the contract. 

It might be asked if there is a need for another memorial to 7/7.
One of the factors given for Hyde Park being the site of the exist-
ing memorial was a concern not to emphasise one group of victims
over the others by virtue of geographical proximity. Camden
Council’s planning guidelines mention the principle of allowing
20 years pass before erecting a memorial. They specifically address
7/7 by mentioning more temporary memorials such as lectures
(which there have been) and a planting scheme within a garden,
presumably referring to the Tavistock Square proposal. 

Tavistock Square Garden is open to the public. The modern
memorials (including Berlin) allow and even encourage the public
to walk amongst the stelae. 

In his book ‘Mythscapes: memory, mythology, and national iden-
tity’ Duncan S. A. Bell describes public memorials as part of the
national mythscape:

“...the page upon which the multiple ... nationalist narratives are
(re)written ... the perpetually mutating repository for the represen-
tation of the past for the purposes of the present.”

There are arches commemorating Britain's victory in the
Napoleonic Wars. Marble Arch and the Wellington Arch (Consti-
tution Arch) which is always getting mixed up with the Wellington
Monument – a monument so monumental it would not fit
through Hyde Park's gates, so they had to knock a hole in the wall
to get it in. It carries an 18-foot tall statue of Achilles, cast in
bronze from melted down captured enemy canon. It was paid for
by donations from British womenfolk, who in the 1820s raised
£10,000 to raise what was the first nude statue in London. The
statue’s head is modeled on the Iron Duke himself, so to spare his
blushes and maintain public decency a (small) fig leaf was appended. 

Proliferation
There are lots of other monuments dotted about to Wellington.
There is a definite tendency for memorials to proliferate – no one
wants to appear disrespectful by calling “enough” when another
one is proposed. Originally there was a ridiculously oversized
statue of Wellington on his horse atop of the Arch. They waited
until he had died to replace it with the chariot that now sits there.
Proliferation can be seen in Maya Lin’s Vietnam War Memorial
in Washington DC. Essentially a wall of carved names, it won over
many critics with its dignified restraint. But it was soon joined by
figurative statues – something more heroic and patriotic to veterans.
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But just days later, The Daily Mail reported on two men urinating
on two of the stelae. Rather than a protest, it looked like the men
had been drinking at a festival in the park and were acting like a
pair of dogs passing a lamppost – unaware they were not lamp-
posts. Perhaps this supports the argument for having memorials
in the shape of heroes sat on horses. 

Shortly before the tenth anniversary of the bombings, The Daily
Express was able to report its:

“Outrage as homeless East Europeans set up camp at Hyde Park
7/7 bombing memorial – eating dinner off the plaque and using
site as a toilet.” 

Even the Express was hard put to claim the homeless people were
consciously disrespecting a memorial, but suitably outraged read-
ers were invited, with a 35p text or 36p call, to answer the ques-
tion “Should migrants respect Britain’s way of life?”

If the 7/7 memorial is a modern memorial to a modern sort of
asymmetrical war, and the Wellington Arch and Memorial are to
an older imperial sort, there is an example that sits somewhat un-
easily between the two – in location and effect. 

Machine Gun Corps 
The Machine Gun Corps Memorial also known as The Boy David,
is a 1925 memorial by Frances Derwent Wood. The marble base
carries on its taller central column a 2.7m (9 feet) tall bronze
statue of a classical nude David. He holds Goliath’s sword and is
flanked on either side by bronze life-sized models of Vickers ma-
chine guns, and laurel wreaths. 

In this respect they blur the difference between memorials and
public sculpture and perhaps reflect the changing nature of war.
In the 19th Century, men like Wellington went abroad with a pro-
fessional army to build an Empire. In the 20th Century, “people’s
armie” were conscripted to defend those Empires. The memorials
changed in response to this – dedicated to fallen masses, rather
than conquering heroes. In the 21st Century the nature of war has
changed again. We still invade countries – Iraq and Afghanistan
for example – but lately to fight ideologies, not national armies.
The two sides (actually there are never just two) are described (by
the West) as either fighting a war on terror (us) or waging a holy
war (them). Several politicians described the victims of 7/7 as ca-
sualties in the war on terror. In doing so, they ironically agreed
with videotaped statements of two of the 7/7 bombers, who de-
scribed themselves as “soldiers in a war”. One of them said non-
Muslims deserved such attacks because they voted for a
government, which oppressed people in Palestine, Afghanistan,
Iraq and Chechnya. So, can we to consider this a ‘war memorial’?

Outrage
The day before the ninth anniversary of the attacks, the memorial
was either defaced (most newspapers) or “desecrated” (Daily
Mail) with graffiti. The graffiti was carefully stenciled vertically
to follow Phil Baines's lettering. Its wording:  “4Innocent Mus-
lims”, “Blair Lied Thousands Died” and “J7 Truth” and pointed
to conspiracy theories that the bombings were part of a govern-
ment plot to boost public support for the unpopular war in Iraq.
The graffiti was removed in time for the following day’s commem-
oration ceremony. 
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Until 9/11, acts of terrorism did not inspire big monuments. Hyde
Park itself and Regents Park were the scene of IRA bombs, which
killed 11 soldiers in 1982. They are marked by modest plaques.
In 1987, a war memorial and remembrance parade was targeted
by the IRA in Enniskillen. For many, attacking a memorial was
an outrage too far. To many, they are sacrosanct and this sanctity
can make people reluctant to say anything critical about anything
that commemorates the dead of any conflict. 

Bomber Command 
The Bomber Command Memorial in Green Park on Piccadilly was
always going to be controversial. The Royal Air Force’s strategic
bomber offensive against German cities during the Second World
War is still a morally complex episode in a war that is usually un-
derstood by the British as a straight struggle between good and
evil. At the end of the war, Churchill, who had been a proponent
of the bombing, sought to distance himself from it. Many who
had taken part considered themselves snubbed and they see The
Bomber Command Memorial as atonement for that snub. Their
wartime Commander, Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris was always a con-
troversial figure. It was not until 1992 that he was acknowledged
with a statue on The Strand, which had red paint thrown over it
and the word “Shame” painted on its pedestal. 

The supporters of a memorial to Harris’s men knew such a mon-
ument might re-ignite the debate about bombing civilians. They
managed to outmaneuver such moral questions by stressing that
it was a commemoration of the 55,573 air-crew who died in the
fighting. Any criticism of it was disrespecting the sacrifice of those
who died. Such is the post 9/11 world of public memorials. 

Lutyen’s Cenotaph, which emphasised remorse and remembrance
of a lost generation, cast a long shadow over how the First World
War was remembered. (Incidently Derwent Wood carved the
Cenotaph’s two laurel wreaths.) To some, the tools of industrial
scale killing were not fit subjects for memorials. But more than
the bronze machine guns, it was the Biblical quotation displayed
on the plinth that can still offended sensibilities. John Ellis in his
‘A Social History of the Machine Gun’ concludes: 

“…this new conception of man as mere units before the might of the
machine gun was never better expressed than upon Derwent Woods
memorial to the Machine Gun Corps… Its inscription reads: 
‘Saul hath slain his thousands, But David his tens of thousands’.”

Royal Artillery
The Royal Artillery Memorial (1925) includes an example of the
other tool of mass killing – the howitzer. (Artillery accounted for
70% of the dead on the Western Front.) At its unveiling, the ex-
Foreign Secretary Lord Curzon accused it of looking like “a toad
squatting, which is about to spit fire out of its mouth...” It has
largely escaped criticism of fetishising military hardware and is
today seen as a realistic portrayal of the realities of modern war-
fare. It includes several figures of soldiers, including a corpse,
about which it’s Grade I listing comments:

“The inclusion of an over-life size corpse was boldly direct and is
also without parallel on any major British memorial.” 

Below the corpse is an inscription from Shakespeare’s Henry V:

“Here was a Royal Fellowship of Death”



7978

A problem with monumental monuments is how their scale and
formality can exclude the very people who have most cause to re-
member. Poppies and notes have begun to be left at the base of
the statue presumably from families of aircrew. Might it have been
better if some of the vast space this monument occupies was better
suited as a receptacle for such items?

Like the Bomber Harris statue, the Memorial has been vandalised.
Twice. Both were shortly after the murder of Lee Rigby outside
Woolwich Barracks, when tensions in the Capital had reached the
heights of 7/7. Rather bizarrely both incidents were apparently
done against Islamic terrorism. The word “Islam” was painted in
red (as it was on Hyde Park’s Animals In War Memorial the same
night). A 31-year old man called Andrew Patterson was convicted
for the vandalism, which formed part of a six-week spree of crim-
inal damage across the City of Westminster. As well slashing car
tyres, smashing windows and spraying graffiti, he stole a plaque
off the Australian War Memorial. A couple of weeks later, the
Bomber Command Memorial was daubed again with red paint,
equally bizarrely it was seemingly done against Islamic terrorism
and read, “Lee Rigby’s killers should hang”.

Memorials are rarely about what is inscribed into the stones: 

“The sacralization of the past is not the best possible way of mak-
ing it live in the present. Nowadays we need something besides
pious images. When commemoration freezes into permanent
forms that cannot be changed without cries of sacrilege, 
we can be certain that it serves the particular interests of 
its defenders and not their moral edification.” 
– Tzvetan Todorov 

After protests from the Mayor of Dresden which had been the tar-
get of a deadly raid near the end of the war, a dedication “To those
of all nations who lost their lives in the bombing 1939 – 1945”
was added. But in fact, most of the criticism was aimed not at the
aircrew or even their commander, but at its location (a rare green
space in the heart of London), its colossal size – dwarfing the
Cenotaph and drawing comparison with fascist ideas of scale, but
most of all it was ridiculed for its design (shopping centre neo-
classical). None of these rather scathing comments were refuted,
but the same counter argument of disrespecting the dead was used
– even against those like who Keith Lowe, author of a book about
the RAF's bombing of Hamburg, who said:

“The men of Bomber Command deserve better than this – some-
thing more modest, and more honest, like the men themselves.
This triumphalist monolith says more about our unhealthy
fetishism of war than it does about the men who died trying 
to bring it to an early end.”

The design is another by Liam O’Connor, who did the Common-
wealth Memorial Gates on Constitution Hill. These are close to
Buckingham Palace and were commissioned by Prince Charles
who lives in the neighborhood at Clarence House, and has well
known opinions on architecture. O’Connor used Portland stone
and Doric columns in a sort of nod to the Hyde Park Screen by
Decimus Burton. The roof has an opening through which the sky
can be seen. The roof structure is made of aluminum including
some recovered from a crashed wartime bomber and is intended
to evoke the geodetic fuselage structure of a Wellington bomber.
Within, is a 9-foot (2.7m) bronze sculpture by Phillip Jackson of
a realistic, if idealised seven-man aircrew looking as if they had
just climbed out of their aircraft.
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11. WATCHING THE WAR GO BY

“If we don’t know what we are doing, the enemy 
certainly can’t anticipate our future actions”
– ‘The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp’

The British are obsessed with the Second World War, or rather
a version of it, half recalled from films watched in childhood.  

Even as the war was still being fought, Dunkirk, the Battle of
Britain and the Blitz were all entering the national myth, preserved
in celluloid by films such as In Which We Serve, which included
scenes of all three events. Made in 1942 and directed by David
Lean and its star Noel Coward, the film extols the national traits
of stiff upper lip, fair play and quiet resolve and carries a propa-
ganda message that the upper class (Coward played a Royal Naval
Captain) and the working class (Ordinary Sea Man [later Sir] John
Mills) were “all in it together”. Many in the audience would share
the belief that the officer class in the First World War was respon-
sible for the needless deaths of thousands of their own men – the
“Lions led by donkeys”. This Second World War would be different
– it was a people’s war fought by “Millions Like Us” and John
Mills was “one of us”.

Mills, had enlisted in the Royal Engineers and fitted his acting
roles around periods of leave, until he was medically discharged.
He became one of Britain’s best loved actors, particularly when
playing an “ordinary bloke doing his duty” in dozens of war films. 
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Memorials don’t have to be made of bronze and stone. Scholar-
ships, welfare payments and hospital beds have been used. 

Jean Charles de Menezes
There is another memorial at a London Tube Station that is a
postscript to 7/7. It was not commissioned or designed, but is a
vernacular response. Two weeks after the 7/7 bombing, there was
an attempt to repeat the attack. Fortunately, the bombs carried
by four would-be suicide bombers failed to explode. But the fol-
lowing day there was another victim in ‘the war on terror’. Jean
Charles de Menezes was shot dead by police who mistook him
for a suspect. Over the days that followed members of the public
built a shrine like structure outside Stockwell Tube Station where
he was killed. This was a memorial with no plans or architect. In
2009, a permanent memorial was unveiled there.  

Architecture is one of the ways the future will ‘remember’ and in-
terpret the past. There is a boom in memorialisation. Once, war
memorials were about glorifying. Then after the First World War
– when there was more blood than glory – they became about re-
membrance.  But because they were usually erected by the ones
with blood on their hands, many memorials have an ulterior pur-
pose: To justify what they commemorate. And, if what they com-
memorate is unjustifiable, then they try to sanctify it, so it
becomes impossible to examine critically. Politicians have found
it convenient to hide dubious foreign policy behind public support
for those who serve in the armed forces. To criticise the policy is
to attack the personnel. But most of the fighting they have been
sent to do is not about protecting “our freedoms” or “defending
our country from invasion.” More memorials are being built than
ever. We seem to have a need to write things in stone.
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Diary For Timothy (1945). They avoid jingoism, though play on
perceived national characteristics, so there is stoicism, good hu-
mour, collective determination and Spitfires! These and fictional
films such as Powell and Pressburger’s, The Life and Death of
Colonel Blimp (1943), A Canterbury Tale (1944) and A Matter
of Life and Death (1946) carry a message about the values we
were fighting for and the sort of country Britain could be after the
war. These ideas were  explored in Ken Loach’s 2013 documentary
The Spirit of ’45. 

The 1950s
War films continued to be a draw for British audiences during the
1950s. There was no shortage of true stories of British pluck,
bravery and ingenuity to draw upon, as participants published
their accounts in bestselling books. The Dam Busters (1955) was
based upon Wing Commander Guy Gibson’s autobiography and
Paul Brickhill’s account of the bouncing bomb raid on the Ruhr
Dams. Brickhill was an Australian fighter pilot and prisoner of
war who would also write Reach For The Sky (a biography of dis-
abled Battle of Britain pilot Douglas Barder) and The Great Es-
cape, both of which would inspire classic films of the genre. Major
Pat Reid wrote a first hand account of being a Prisoner of War in
The Colditz Story, which too would make it to the screen (1955)
with John Mills as Reid. The following year Mills would appear
in Ice Cold In Alex (1956) based on another true story which in-
spired the novel by Christopher Landon. This was the same year
in which Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger made a solid but
surprisingly straight Battle of the River Plate. 

In the 1950s, John Mills would star in a film telling of “the mir-
acle of Dunkirk”, a story retold for a new audience in a box office
hit of 2017. Bladerunner Director Ridley Scott has long been plan-
ning to make a new version of Battle of Britain and Peter Jackson,
producer of The Lord of the Rings has been promising to retell
The Dam Busters for so long that nearly everyone involved in the
true-life events has passed away of old age. 

Perhaps because the times we are now in seem so uncertain, we
have this nostalgia and want to project ourselves from a complex
present to a simple, two dimensional, black and white past. One
where we know who the good guys are, that they will do as Eng-
land expects and in the end they will win. The War is used as a
lazy metaphor for everything from football to Brexit and we are
urged to “Keep Calm and Carry On”. 

The Second World War on Film
When Britain declared war on Germany in 1939, it was widely
expected that the Germans would immediately begin bombing
British cities. The government immediately closed cinemas and
theatres as they had in the First World War. But within a month
they reopened them, realising the positive effect on morale and
films’ potential as a propaganda tool. Within weeks, Alexandra
Korda’s The Lion Has Wings, which included newsreel footage
and a creaky, polemical commentary was being shown in cinemas.

Mass Observation was a forerunner of public opinion polling, it
found that the public thought it “un-British to shove propaganda
down your throat”. This lesson was not forgot by Humphrey Jen-
nings, one of Mass Observation’s co-founders, when he directed
classic documentaries including Listen To Britain (1942) and
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Today
By now, the actors who had lived through the war were getting
too old to play themselves. Richard Todd had played a Major in
A Bridge Too Far. In one scene, Todd’s character talks to an actor
playing the young (Captain) Richard Todd, who had taken part
in Operation Market Garden which the film depicts. The box of-
fice appeal of the Second World War waned, Hollywood had their
own war in Vietnam to retell, but Vietnam was a war that had
been played live on television. Satellite TV stations such as The
History Channel (dubbed “The Hitler Channel”) and the anniver-
saries of events in both World Wars have seen something of a film
making boom – there is even a film – Their Finest (2017) – about
making British war films during the war. It seems that for the
British at least, the war is not over.

The Yanks Are Coming
America did not enter the war until the end of 1941 – after
Dunkirk, the Battle of Britain and the Blitz. By then, a number of
British films had already carried stories aimed at persuading
American public opinion that this was not another European
squabble like World War I. The British Empire and its erstwhile
Colony were on the same side, and Britain would stick it out.
Churchill rarely passed an opportunity of saying much the same
thing in his speeches. 

In ‘Flying Fortress’ (named after the American B-17 bomber) an
arrogant American pilot becomes committed to the British cause
after ferrying aircraft from Canada to England during the Blitz.
He joins the Royal Canadian Air Force, gets assigned to an RAF
squadron, and goes and bombs Berlin. The same year American
film company MGM were sharing the love with Mrs. Miniver.

After the 1950s, many of the films about the British at war would
be made with Hollywood’s money, which usually meant a Holly-
wood actor. This would continue throughout the 1960s – Steve
McQueen in The Great Escape, and the 1970s – Clint Eastwood
in Where Eagles Dare. Whereas, The Great Escape was based on
Brickhill’s true story (which didn’t include Americans jumping
over fences on motorbikes), Where Eagles Dare was a fictional
story by Alistair McLean. Apparently true war stories didn’t allow
enough roles for A-List stars and room for the love interest studios
deemed necessary to attract female cinema goers. Director David
Lean regretted bowing to pressure to add female love interest for
William Holden in the based-on-true-events, prisoner of war film-
Bridge on the River Kwai. Lean’s status had grown by the time he
made Lawrence of Arabia enough to resist any efforts from studio
executives to give Lawrence a girlfriend.    

NEXT PAGE: This chapter was originally published as a ‘wall chart’
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For the British public, the First World War was different to
previous wars. Instead of being waged far away in some part of
the Empire by a small professional army, the country’s whole
population was involved. The huge numbers being killed or
injured meant civilian men were invited, then encouraged and
cajoled, and finally conscripted into a “people’s army” to make
up for the losses. 

Modern, industrial wars meant those not in the armed forces were
working to supply the military machine – “fighting on the home
front”. Technology allowed British civilians to be targeted at work

13. CIVIL WAR12. THE GATES OF HELL

“Hateful to me as are the gates of hell, is he who, 
hiding one thing in his heart, utters another” 

– Homer

Every year there are more memorials to past wars and fewer peo-
ple who fought in them. There are memorials to future wars too.
Seventy years after Rupert Brook wrote about the corner of some
foreign field. In the corner of some fields in Gloucestershire, a de-
veloper started building the new town of Bradley Stokes.

Like any town it needed a centre and like most new towns this
meant a shopping centre. The developer named the shopping cen-
tre Willow Brook (though not after Rupert Brook). It was pretty
much the same as every other shopping centre, so the developer
put up a pair of gates. These gates didn’t actually open or close,
or indeed stop anyone entering or leaving as there wasn’t a wall
or a fence – just a pair of gate posts with a couple of Grecian urns
stuck on top. 

To guard against ridicule, the edifice was sanctified by the local
Boy Scouts who raised the money for a brass plaque so it could
be called a war memorial. So, these new pearly gates became ded-
icated to the memory of the town’s war dead – only there wasn’t
any. No one from Bradley Stokes had been killed in any war, but
if anyone ever is, they can rest eternal, knowing the site has “…
plenty of parking and is patrolled by security guards to protect
the memorial from potential vandalism.” Their names will live on
forever more alongside those of Costa and KFC. 

Protest outside Labour Party Conference against invasion of Iraq, 2006
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and at home in air raids by Zeppelin airship or ‘Gotha’ bomber
aircraft. Coastal towns risked bombardment from battleships, as
happened in Scarborough, and passenger ships risked submarine attack.

British civilian casualties in the First World War were small (about
2,000) in comparison to the huge losses suffered by the armies
fighting in the trenches in France and Belgium, or civilian
populations not kept separate from the battles by the English
Channel. But it was a taste of what would happen in the Second
World War. “The Blitz” – the bombing of British cities by the
German Air Force between September 1940 and May 1941,
accounted for 40,000 of the 70,000 civilians who died during the
war. This period became part of the national myth. This version
of history ‘remembers’ a determined civilian population enduring
the bombing with stoicism and good humour. Whatever the reality,
after the war the privations of the civilian population were marked
by their own memorials, or in the case of the island of Malta with
the award of a medal – the George Cross. 

Once the public started getting killed, whether it was by serving
in a people’s army or getting bombed at home or work, it became
ever more necessary to keep them onside. Jingoism was easy when
a professional army was off doing the dirty work of Empire, less
so when the enemy could shoot back. It is often forgotten that
there had been opposition to the First and Second World Wars,
and the largest demonstrations ever seen in Britain took place
against British involvement in the U.S. led invasions of Iraq and
Afghanistan. The modern British Army is smaller than it ever has
been, and conscription unlikely to return. But the propaganda
value of memorials to the First and Second World Wars have been
noted and used to ‘hero wash’ British involvement in America’s
unpopular modern wars.  

TOP: Should memorials to victims of
terrorism such as this one in London 
be considered ‘war memorials’?

LEFT: An impromptu ‘shrine’ to the victims
of the Manchester Arena terrorist attack has
grown up at Victoria Station, which adjoins
the Arena. By chance or by design it is next 
to the Station’s First World War Memorial,
which was restored during the Centenary.

ABOVE: Messages regarding the Manchester
Arena attack written on a Boer War memorial.
The memorial needed restoration. The Boer
War (1899 - 1902) was fought by Britain’s
professional army, the public today feel no
connection with it. It is unlikely a World War
1 or 2 memorial would have been defaced.
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The Centenary of First World War was marked
by public artworks both commissioned and
informal. Many romanticised the War, victims
were recast as heroes.

Memorials to civilians killed in the Second
World War. CLOCKWISE: Firefighters
Memorial, London, originally intended to be a
memorial to the Blitz, its meaning was extended
to all firefighters killed in the line of duty.

Bethnal Green Tube station where in 1943 over
170 people were crushed to death after panic
on the stairwell as people sought shelter.

Tower Hamlets Cemetery, blitz memeorial built
from the bricks of bombed houses 
Abney Park Cemetery 
Coventry Cathedral 
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THIS PAGE: Parades and martial music have long been a recruiting tool of the military
NEXT PAGE: The 100th Anniversary of the foundation of the Royal Air Force in 1918
coincided with the Centenary of the end of the First World War
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Armed Forces Day 2017 was held in Liverpool (See page 59) Events such as Armed Forces Day (Manchester) appeal to children (of all ages)



98 99



101

I was born in 1964, nineteen years after the
end of the Second World War and two years
after The Beatles’ first number one record. At
that time, the war seemed a long time ago –
Now it is a very long time, but people still go
on about it, and still listen to The Beatles. 

I spent a lot of my childhood playing war – more years than the
Second World War actually lasted. I played in all branches of the
British armed services, did the odd tour of duty with the U.S.
Army Air Force and flew some sorties for the Luftwaffe. 

My Dad had been in the Royal Air Force during the war. Wisely
during this time, he stayed away from aeroplanes and kept his feet
firmly on the ground. He also wisely waited until the Germans
had left, and the Italians surrendered, before driving his truck
around Italy. After the war, he joined the Territorial Army and
became a Sergeant in the Royal Engineers. This enabled me to go to
school dressed in a khaki battle dress jacket and peaked RAF cap.  

Declining sales of Action Man and Airfix suggested the generation
that followed mine didn’t have the stomach to carry on the fight.
Their parents hadn’t lived through the war, and playing “National
Service” didn’t hold as much interest as games that required
batteries. For some, the war is in fact over. 

14. AFTERWORD
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TOP: The Royal British Legion carefully
controls its image and language to avoid
criticism of glorifying war. (See page 29)
Other organisations use more loaded terms
such as ‘heroes’ and stress patriotism

PREVIOUS PAGE: Stockport War Memorial
Art Gallery, Remembrance Sunday, 2017
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(Arranged in cenotaphic order of height) 
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