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FIVE BEST 
War Is Hell
And these are a hell of a quintet of books.

BY JAMES J. CRAMER
Saturday, October 7, 2006 12:00 a.m.

1. "The Irish Guards In the Great War" by Rudyard Kipling (Doubleday, 1923). 
In this history of the unit his son fought and died for in World War I, Rudyard Kipling recorded details, no matter how minor, because "where death ruled every hour, nothing was trivial, and bald references to villages, billets, camps, fatigues and sports, as well as hints of tales that can never now be fully told, carry each their separate significance to each survivor, intimate and incommunicable as family jests." His one sentence on the battle of Loos delivers a Spartan epitaph for his son. "Here 2nd Lieutenant Clifford was shot and wounded or killed--the body was found later--and 2nd Lieutenant Kipling was wounded and still missing." To encounter this searing book is to be struck permanently by its single-mindedness and the exquisiteness of its prose. 
2. "Lost Victories" by Erich von Manstein (Regnery, 1958). 
Generals don't make the best memoirists, mainly because they embellish while writing for posterity; the higher the rank, the worse the tome. The exception is the breathtaking autobiography of Field Marshal Erich von Manstein, the brilliant author of many Germany victories against the Soviets in World War II. Dismissive of oft-cited "turning points," such as the German defeat at Stalingrad, von Manstein contends that the war was never winnable for Germany because of the leader prosecuting it. As for Hitler's once much-vaunted kinship with regular soldiers, he says the Fuehrer had "as little in common with the thoughts and emotions of soldiers as had his party with the Prussian virtues which it was so fond of invoking." Coming from Hitler's greatest general, it's a most effective filleting. 
3. "Some Desperate Glory" by Edwin Campion Vaughan (Henry Holt, 1981). 
The fame of "Goodbye to All That," Robert Graves's account of his experience as a British officer in World War I, has obscured the far superior work of Edwin Campion Vaughan, a diary of the eight months he spent in the deadly tedium of the trenches, sipping tea between shellings, trying to maintain civilities in his corner of hell. Vaughan captures the First World War's random, mechanistic horror. At Passchendaele, he crawled into the thick of it, dodging bullets, shells and a menace that could be nearly as lethal, artillery-created sinkholes: Vaughan describes the screams of the wounded who had sought refuge in the freshly gouged holes only to find themselves slowly drowning as rain fell and the water level rose. A relentlessly stark account of the war's bloodiest, most futile battle. 
4. "Storm of Steel" by Ernst Jünger (1920). 
Ernst Jünger's "Storm of Steel" captures the sense of pointlessness felt by soldiers on both sides in World War I--and the lack of animus they held for one another. His profoundly evocative memoir (definitively translated by Michael Hofmann in 2003) is infused with its own steely, poetic force. Jünger has been fighting for Germany for months without having seen an enemy soldier. Then he comes face to face with one; Jünger holds a gun to the wounded man's temple, about to shoot, but then his quarry pulls out a photograph--a picture of himself with his family. "It was a plea from another world," Jünger writes. "Later I thought it was blind chance that I let him go and plunged onward." Tell me you aren't rejoicing that our author-soldier spared him and that he, too, was spared to give us "Storm of Steel." 
5. "But Not for the Fuehrer" by Helmut Jung, with Mike Nesbitt (AuthorHouse, 2004). 
Helmet Jung's self-published memoir is the most shocking of the quintet of books covered here. A private in the Seventh Panzer division caught up in the retreat from Russia, Jung was no Nazi. These soldiers hate Hitler. But fighting for survival apparently can include the thirst to commit atrocities. Jung provides reasons for this hunger: Captured German soldiers have been viciously tortured by Russian women soldiers. The Germans take a terrible vengeance, but cruel as it was, Jung says, he and his comrades all "felt better" afterward. As brutally honest a picture of war on the Eastern Front as we have had. 
Mr. Cramer is the host of CNBC's "Mad Money" and the markets commentator of TheStreet.com. 
Copyright © 2006 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
FIVE MORE -
My additions, from my library, for additional reading to commemorate the anniversary of the start of the current Afghanistan war:
1. "Napoleon's Russian Campaign" - Philippe de Segur 
http://www.amazon.com/Napoleons-Russian-Campaign-Phillipe-Paul-Segur/dp/0837184436/sr=1-2/qid=1160273378/ref=pd_bbs_2/002-6446362-7800065?ie=UTF8&s=books
Jim's comment: I have several copies of this book, including one in two small, leather-bound volumes, dated London, 1825. The leather is in very poor condition, but the paper (including fold-out maps) is pristine. It is the oldest book in my library. It has cogent lessons about why one needs to have real reasons for going to war, coupled with the need for an understanding of the strategy with which to pursue the war. De Segur's eyewitness account of the fighting at Borodino, arguably the largest battle of the 19th century, is alone worth the read.
One reviewer on Amazon.com wrote the following review:
"This is a raw account of Napoleon's Russian 1812 Russian Campaign from not just an eye witness, but a French officer and aide to Napoleon. Phillipe-Paul de Segur was rarely more than a few feet from Napoleon's side throughout this campaign and doesn't swerve from making observations on Napoleon both positive or negative. But a great deal of the power of this book comes from the stark observations of the horror this heedless march into Russia caused. 
There is good reason that this account, first published in 1824, has been republished so many times - It is very good - and was used as a main source for a number of authors including Tolstoy (who cobbled a number of events for War and Peace from it), Victor Hugo and Chateaubriand. Interestingly it was not until 1965 that the first English version was published. 
It is such a short period of history, fewer than six months, but the foolish action cost Napoleon his dominance in Europe and marked his turn in power. For it is here that he lost thousands of men, and showed just how vulnerable he could be. 
In the Spring of 1812, Napoleon, angry that the Russian Emperor had deifed the Treaty of Tilsit and ignored his Continental system, decided to throw all his forces into invading Russia. The Russian Army met and tried to stop the relentless onslaught of the French at the River Neimen, but defeated they fell back in retreat burning everything as they went. 
Napoleon pushed hard on to Moscow - thinking the Russians would sue for peace once he was in that all important city. They didn't - and by October 19th with a huge army, few supplies and the harsh winter approaching her realised he had to retreat through the burnt decimated country back to the safety of the west. But Napoleon knew, as all the army did, it was already too late....yet they had to go. 
That is the background to this very moving account."

2. "Gallant Canadians: The Story of the Tenth Canadian Infantry Battalion - Daniel Dancocks.
http://www.amazon.ca/gp/offer-listing/0969461607/sr=1-1/qid=1160274143/ref=sr_1_1/702-2527155-4768010?ie=UTF8&s=books
Jim' comment: This book has the clearest explanation of how the First World War  started, of any that I have read. The account of the battalion's initial action, in April, 1915, during the start of 2nd Ypres, gives one some understanding of the meaning of the phrase "mass casualties". Reading of the battalion's actions during the big battles over the next three and a half years of the war, gives one some sense of the insanity of that war.
Dancocks' books are an important addition to Canadian military history, but with the small market for such books in Canada, they tend not to stay in print for long. They are available, generally, on the used book sites.
3. "Serenade to the Big Bird" - Bert Stiles.
http://www.amazon.com/Serenade-Bird-Schiffer-Military-History/dp/0764313967/sr=8-1/qid=1160274654/ref=pd_bbs_1/002-6446362-7800065?ie=UTF8&s=books
Jim's Comment: Some of my books are hardcover, some are tattered old paperbacks. This is a cherished friend in paperback, written by a 23 year-old B-17 co-pilot in 1944. He finished 20 missions with one crew, and "Serenade" was the result. After a month out of combat, he finished his 35 mission tour with another crew. Refusing an opportunity to return to the U.S. as a flight instructor, he converted to fighters, and was killed in combat, while flying a P-51 Mustang, on November 16, 1944, while escorting bombers to Hanover. His mother published "Serenade" in 1947 in Britain, and 1952 in the U.S.
See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bert_Stiles 

One reviewer on Amazon.com wrote the following:
"I first read this book in 1960 and discovered that Bert Stiles was my uncle-Robert Langford's roommate in "Copilot House". I sent my copy to my uncle who subsequently got a copy (long out of print) from the publisher. He said the story was pretty much like things were. He said Bert Stiles always said he was writing a book but then everybody was writing a book. I have my uncle's copy filled with photos of the "Big Bird" full of holes after Leipzig. The aircraft never flew again. It was repaired and blew up with the squadron commander and chaplain aboard on it's test flight."

4. "Clear the Bridge!: The war patrols of the U.S.S. Tang" - Dick O'Kane
The naval war of World War 2 generated many books which contain striking accounts of action. O'Kane writes in the vernacular of a warrior, not as a sensationalist. When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, O'Kane was an officer on the U.S.S. Argonaut. After completing 5 war patrols, he was detached to San Francisco to become executive officer (2nd in command) on the U.S.S. Wahoo, under Mush Morton, who was destined to become a legend in the submarine service. While working up the Wahoo, the Argonaut was sunk. O'Kane completed 5 war patrols on the Wahoo, and was detached to San Francisco to take command of the U.S.S. Tang. While working up the Tang, the Wahoo was sunk. "Clear the Bridge!" is the story of the 5 war patrols of the Tang, ending in her sinking by one of her own torpedoes while conducting a night surface attack, in shallow water, on a Japanese convoy. O'Kane was one of 18 crew members who  survived the sinking, and was taken prisoner by the Japanese. After the war, he was released, and awarded the Medal of Honor for his valor and aggressive leadership. It is an honor to have a first-edition copy of this book.
See: http://www.amazon.ca/Clear-Bridge-Patrols-U-S-S-Tang/dp/0891413464/sr=1-10/qid=1160276582/ref=sr_1_10/701-8595590-0561134?ie=UTF8&s=books
5. "Hell In A Very Small Place: The Siege of Dien Bien Phu" - Bernard Fall
Jim's Comments: The classic account of the French against the Viet Minh, in 1954. The courage of the French soldiers, outnumbered, outgunned and isolated, gives the lie to the current "popular understanding" that the French are cowards. The accounts of the fighting for each of the strongholds - (fancifully named after women: Beatrice, Anne-Marie, Huguette, Dominique, Eliane, Claudine, Isabelle and Gabrielle) - reflect the fighting of both sides as breathtakingly savage and desperate.
The loss for the French at Dien Bien Phu was reflected in the determination of the U.S. to hold Khe Sanh, 14 years later, in the face of a similar siege. Better equipped, and with more resources, the American effort was successful in relieving the siege in 1968. Except that shortly thereafter, the base was abandoned. 
See: http://www.amazon.ca/Hell-Very-Small-Place-Siege/dp/030681157X/sr=1-1/qid=1160276031/ref=sr_1_1/701-8595590-0561134?ie=UTF8&s=books
Also: http://www.dienbienphu.org/english/
One review on Amazon.ca wrote:
"Many will be surprised that Bernard Fall is considered by the French to be an American. He is perhaps the most well known of "French" authors of the period simply because he was among the very few writing in English. As for his book, it is certainly long, occasionally hard to read, but an important account of this politically significant battle. 

Dien Bien Phu was not the first time that the French high command had tried to lure the Viet Minh battle corps into committing itself to a fight. De Lattre had done so at Hoa Binh in late '51 through early '52, and had found himself forced to withdraw French forces back to Hanoi after Giap shut the Black River and Colonial Route 6 main supply routes down. Giap emerged from Hoa Binh the winner, at least in the eyes of the junior officers who fought there. Later that year, the French tried the air-land base concept at Na San, further up the Black River on the road to Dien Bien Phu, but Salan was intelligent enough to declare victory and get out before the rainy season began in earnest. 

It was Salan who launched the Dien Bien Phu operation, ostensibly for building a CGMA guerrilla base, who thereafter took his entire staff home and left Navarre and his newbies on the hook. Both sides still bitterly debate who really made the fateful decision to draw the line at Dien Bien Phu. What subsequently took place was the destruction of the French Strategic Reserve, not the French Army in Indochina itself. But, akin to our own Tet-68 battle, this translated into a Viet Minh victory in the political arena. The peace conference then convening in Geneva, gave them ample opportunity to exploit that. 

Jules Roy's book, the Battle of Dien Bien Phu, is another fine work, and while pertinent, both had very little to offer U.S. tactical fighters of the 1962-72 period. Our problem was that the "down in the trenches view" of that war, which would have been very useful, had yet to be penned by the Trinquiers, Loustaus, Cabiros, and Denois de St. Marcs, all of whom had left Indochina to go on to a further via-crucis in Algeria, followed by the 13 May 1958 revolt, the April 1961 Putsch, and either exile, jail, or early retirement into obscurity. 

Theirs were the experiences that we really needed to study." 

