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“Every Bookstall”: Setting the – Popular -- Record Straight on Britain’s Desert War  

They might reasonably be called the taciturn triumvirate.   Their lives and careers were closely intertwined.  All were deeply involved in Britain’s Desert War, 1940-42.  All paid a price for their proximity to Winston Churchill and Bernard Montgomery.  More to the point and purpose of this paper, Field Marshal Sir Claude Auchinleck, General Sir Richard O’Connor, and Field Marshal Lord Wavell were very far removed – in their taciturnity – from many of their press conscious, press-obsessed, compeers of the Second World War.  Generally, these three commanders shared an aversion to the limelight, during – and after – the war.  They had something more in common, they were successful commanders, extraordinarily talented professional soldiers.  

Given their dramatic and significant careers, they, arguably, had much to talk about in the years after that war.  If nothing else, the several million soldiers they commanded, at some time during the war, might have represented a significant, popular audience for their autobiographies.
   But they did very little talking or writing.  None produced a memoir.  All spent their postwar years in comparatively quiet absorption in civic, religious, or regimental activities.  Wavell observed, in postwar letters to close friend George Spencer-Churchill, that he was very busy; he had recently spoken in the House of Lords on behalf of an Indian civil service pension bill, and he was soon off to Scotland on regimental business.
  He was decidedly not working away on any memoir or war narrative.  He might have been the most expected – of these three – to write something since he was, already, a widely published author.
  Still, he had no plans, it seems, to produce an autobiography or some other war book.  

Auchinleck served, after the war, on several charitable boards and spent time in traveling, but, increasingly, he retreated to his home in Morocco where he painted, answered his correspondence, and lived-out a decades-long reserved post-war retirement.
  O’Connor was active in church affairs, but perched there in his home on the cliffs of Scotland’s Black Isle, he seemed largely indifferent to the burgeoning, surging tidal wave of World War II historical writing.  He read much of it, they all did; but, like Wavell and Auchinleck, he avoided almost all open discussion of his role in the great events of those times.
  O’Connor, typical of these three senior commanders, rejected (in O’Connor’s case, adamantly) any pressure to write a memoir.  Eisenhower, among others, pressed him to publish his autobiography arguing that his recollections would be of great interest and significance.
  O’Connor refused.  He only weakened in his refusal to the extent that he allowed a young, rather naïve, graduate student in Virginia to write his biography (as that student’s master thesis).
  Still, he insisted that no biography was to be published in his lifetime.  (He need not have worried; the thesis was hardly of publishable quality.) 

Why were they reluctant to produce personal narratives of the war when so many others were rushing into print?   Their private postwar correspondence reveals (at least in elliptical language) their aversion to seeking a public platform for airing their particular perspectives (and grievances).
  To say the least, they must have been aware that there were financial rewards for setting aside such reticence and joining the memoir club.  War-themed books were very popular and, potentially, very lucrative.   More than one senior commander admitted to the powerful commercial allure of producing a war memoir.
   

Wavell, Auchinleck, and O’Connor were clearly reluctant to capitalize on their wartime careers – to profit personally from the lives lost on the battlefield.  Even when dispensing battlefield commendations, O’Connor would sometimes tell the recipient that those truly deserving of the award were lying in their graves.
  He felt the same ambivalence about his own decorations and honors.  O’Connor was especially sensitive to the fact that success in war comes at a high price of ruined, shattered, lost lives.
  Then, too, a deeply religious sentiment made O’Connor and Wavell reluctant to rush to press with their stories.  Both were devout Christian adherents who assumed that Providence, in due time, would set matters straight; they need not worry, therefore, about settling accounts themselves.  Auchinleck tended toward a more eastern mysticism; he took a more fatalistic view of things and this encouraged, in him, a certain indifference to self-justification and self-promotion.
  Moreover, as chivalrous men, O’Connor, Wavell, and Auchinleck sensed there was something untoward in self-advertisement.  

In a 1965 letter to O’Connor, Auchinleck expressed his disappointment that so many in the higher ranks seemed to be overly self-absorbed; he lamented that even some of those commanders of an earlier era – men he generally admired – had been “ambitious and self-seeking,” too concerned with their own status.
  (In his World War I journal, written in the trenches, O’Connor had chided himself for even minimal traces of personal ambition.)  It is probably noteworthy, though not surprising, that Auchinleck had (at the war’s end) adamantly refused to accept a title.  The taciturnity of these men was certainly more than mere personality preference, but, rather, was grounded deeply in their characters and core ideals. 

Was anything really lost to World War II historiography because O’Connor, Auchinleck, and Wavell refused to produce war-books or memoirs?  In the long run, probably not very much, but only because others took a different view of the importance of getting things right historically, especially in the sphere of public, popular history.  Ironically, perhaps, these others were sometimes animated – in their volubility – by ideals not unlike those that inspired the taciturnity of these three commanders.  Chivalry tended to suppress the voices of O’Connor, Auchinleck, and Wavell.  To the contrary, it was a pronounced sense of chivalry that largely inspired Eric “Chink” Dorman-Smith, (after retirement from the army he changed his name to Dorman-O’Gowan) to speak out forcefully, to demand a historical accounting.
  

For Dorman-Smith, chivalry required, the cause of truth demanded, a public accounting, and sooner-rather-than-later.  In Dorman-Smith’s way of thinking, allowing the popular treatment of the Desert War to go uncorrected, unchallenged was tantamount to an act of cowardice.  This chivalrous, “duty”-driven motivation, this engrained idealism, is difficult to over-estimate when considering the several motivations that compelled Dorman-Smith to press his campaign for a revised popular record of those critical days in the desert.
  Indeed, of those several compelling motivations, Chink had asserted that “chivalry is all-important.”
 It was not a word, or ideal, he referenced casually or comfortably, but it was, nonetheless, a profound part of his identity and character.
  From his perspective, serious wrongs, blatant injustice had been done to certain commanders – and to their troops – during those harrowing battles and campaigns.  This gross misconduct was bad enough in-and-of-itself, but had been compounded in its severity by its validation in very popular postwar narratives – narratives purporting to be candid recollections.  The injustices had been treated in these popular memoirs and histories not as injustices at all, but as necessary and laudable wartime decisions.  Dorman-Smith was disgusted by the distortions – the popular myth-making; for him, it was one thing to have acted shamefully in damaging (publicly embarrassing) good men and good soldiers during the war.  It was even more contemptible to continue the popular denigration when, freed from wartime pressures and desperation, a more judicious, objective narrative, even an apologetic narrative might have been possible and expected by honorable men.  When these more objective, more responsible, public statements were ignored in preference of unjust historical distortions, Dorman-Smith determined to press for a proper public accounting.  This accounting would not be easy; a historical fortress had been constructed during the war years and immediately after the war; and its foundation rested on several massively popular narratives of the war.  In a very real sense, Dorman-Smith represented, at least, initially, something of a one-man counter attack against this very formidable bastion of popular history.  

His cause was all the more frustrating because the obvious allies in his struggle were so reluctant to join the battle; for Chink, this was maddening.  Each day that passed only allowed the false – popular – narrative to become more firmly (perhaps permanently) rooted.  Still, if they would not speak for themselves, Chink would.
  His admiration of these three commanders was grounded on very close involvement with them through decades of military service.  Notably, he had served with all of them in the Desert War.  And it was principally that part of the history of the war he was most determined to correct.  

There was, to be sure, an element of personal anger in Chink’s challenge to the popular narrative; he had been sacked, along with Auchinleck, in what was soon known as the Cairo Purge (of 1942).  But his greater anger – and zeal – was reserved for the larger issues at stake.  He reminded his brother (to his brother’s chagrin and frustration) that his personal issues were mere “trivialities” compared to the larger matters involved.
 He wanted to blunt the popular, public history of the Desert War as it was being written by men who had very narrow self-interest to promote – and protect.  These men, and their numerous allies (designated “Winston, Monty and Co” by Chink’s brother), had been quick to appreciate, and seize, the high ground of popular history establishing their potentially impregnable version of the war.
   Dorman-Smith especially disdained and despised what he regarded as Churchill and Montgomery’s self-congratulatory, extremely popular, profit-driven personal narratives of the Desert War.  In a 1964 letter he sneered, “Winston has pulled in a tidy sum for his falsehoods.”
  The same letter makes clear that Chink had never profited –   or attempted to profit – from his years of laboring to set the record straight.  Though, he added, remuneration for assisting in the production of profitable revisionist treatment would not be turned down.  He had no problem, either, with historians profiting from their writing; but, taking money for repeating, knowingly repeating flawed, stilted information was doubly censurable.  Of course, something more than mere greed and profits were involved; Dorman-Smith believed that Churchill had consciously attempted to cover the truth; “Winston’s procedure was to swamp the [true] history of the purge in Cairo by misrepresentation in his Memoirs . . . . [hoping also that this swamping tactic would obscure the truth even] from the victims [of his terrible decisions].
  By flooding the popular market with his version of things, Churchill (with a few others) could, essentially, pre-empt effective counter-narratives.  Even if careful researchers finally got to the truth, they would lack the platform, the visibility, required to correct established “history” of the Desert War.  This was Chink’s fear, at least; it was the anxiety that created an urgency in his campaign to set the record straight. 

Reduced to the essentials, the narratives of Churchill and Montgomery (“and Co.”) dismissed the singular achievements of O’Connor and Wavell and then consciously, mendaciously, demeaned the reputation and achievements of Auchinleck, his staff, and his army.  Of course, Dorman-Smith had been the most prominent – though not the senior – member of that staff.   But to reiterate, his revisionist campaign was more than personal score-settling.  He wrote in 1960, “if there is any resurrection, then, to me Auk [Auchinleck] comes first; the Old Desert Army [before Montgomery’s time] second, myself a long third.”
  His private correspondence made clear that his own reputation and professional standing had been ruined irretrievably by the Churchill-Montgomery public-relations, popular history cabal.  His personal rehabilitation seemed to him (probably) a lost cause, tough he had moments when he thought his reputation and rank might be restored; he had higher hopes to the full vindication of Auchinleck’s reputation and that of the desert commanders and soldiers who preceded the 1942 Purge.  More than that, he wanted a correction, a public correction of the historical record.  Though substantially alone as he began his quest, Chink had a few formidable weapons at his disposal.  Significantly, he possessed a brilliant mind, furious energy – and a small notebook.  And he knew the value of the little notebook.
  He also had a vital ally in one of the great writers of the twentieth century.

Ernest Hemingway was a very old – and very close -- friend of Chink’s.  The two had met in Milan in 1918.  Hemingway was immediately drawn to the dashing, much decorated, much wounded Fusilier officer.  The meeting in Milan marked a turning point in Hemingway’s personal and artistic life.   Dorman-Smith gave Hemingway key elements that would mark Hemingway deeply, indelibly.  “We owe God a death,” that bit of Shakespeare so much a part of  Hemingway’s life and art, was a gift from Chink.
  And, more importantly, Chink seemed to embody for Hemingway the possibility that some true chivalry might exist.  It was an image and ideal that would both beguile and torment Hemingway for the rest of his life.  Few others influenced Hemingway more profoundly and comprehensively than did Chink.  Hemingway conceded as much over and again throughout the years, even after the two had drifted apart.  In Moveable Feast and Green Hills of Africa it is possible to get some sense of the depth of Hemingway’s debt to – and fondness for – Dorman-Smith.
  Part of the influence that Chink wielded over the young writer derived from Hemingway’s appreciation for things British.  Actually, Hemingway seems never to have lost that touch of anglophilia.  Of course, he could sneer at the British often throughout his life; he sneered at everything at one time or another.   Even so, he had – as a youth and throughout his life – a regard for certain  British characteristics.  He especially thought he saw something admirable in the British officer class.  He even had Henry Frederic say, albeit enigmatically, “I wish I was with the British.”  And Wilson-Harris was one of his very few idealized characterizations.
  Hemingway’s library was replete with British military history.  He held eleven books written by Sir Basil Liddell Hart.  (He certainly had more Liddell Hart than Havelock Ellis.)  He venerated Kipling and men like British officer and tiger hunter, Jim Corbett.
  This regard for British officers – and for a certain type of Briton – was pronounced, unambiguous.  One of Hemingway’s biographers noted that he had even adopted a British officer’s persona, for-a-time, after forming his friendship with Dorman-Smith.
  It would be only expected for Hemingway to come to the aid of his close friend even after years of separation.  Hemingway prodded Chink to write his own narrative of the war; to encourage his friend he pledged to write the foreword: “I’ll write to your orders. . . . as I would do for no one else.”
  This kind of encouragement proved vital in Chink’s struggle to set the record straight.  

As matters turned out, Hemingway, in some sense, beat Chink to the punch.  His much-maligned novel, Across the River and Into the Trees, published in 1950, mocked Montgomery (one of Chink’s principal antagonists) with blunt force.
 It was no small thing given that the novel, dismissed by most critics, nevertheless sold well.
  Indeed, what may have worked against this novel, with critics, was the fact of its didactic tone; the story was a study in military frustration and disillusionment with the false narratives established by prominent politicians and soldiers.  The novel’s voice, Colonel Richard Cantwell, is an embittered American officer who (rather tediously) explains his regrets at being ill-used by those less capable.  Jeffrey Meyers, among Hemingway’s best biographers, has made clear the connection between Cantwell and Dorman-Smith.
  When he read early drafts of the novel, Chink was elated and inspired. Meyers argues that the novel left Chink understandably “gratified and proud.”
  Perhaps, but Chink was aiming at far more than a personal vindication.  Even if he felt vindicated, personally, by Hemingway’s novel, his objective was to correct the historical, especially, the popular history of the events in question.  He wanted a highly visible historical revision not mere personal vengeance or personal rehabilitation.  Still, he knew the value of Hemingway’s support; every bit of revision – the novel’s swipe at Monty for example – provided hope for the larger correction of the record he wanted.  Critics, and no doubt most readers, did certainly notice Hemingway’s free-swinging, if passing, knock-down of Montgomery (among some other luminaries).
  In fact, Hemingway reinforced his anti-Montgomery credentials by condemning the field marshal forcefully – and very publicly – in Time magazine.
  To be sure, the novel did not represent a substantial review of Britain’s Desert War.  But, as Meyer observes, the book gratified and encouraged Chink.  Hemingway had noted, in writing to his publisher, before the novel was released, that Chink had filled him in fully on the whole Montgomery story and how Auchinleck deserved as much, if not more, praise for defeating Rommel.
    

Interestingly, even before his renewed contact with Dorman-Smith, Hemingway had made his way to the revisionist camp by his own reading of the early pro-Churchill-Montgomery narratives.
  He was astute enough to see through some part of these extremely popular treatments of the war (notably, the Desert War) and to find that the public face of the story was badly skewed.  Meyers has further clarified that Hemingway was incensed by the early popular histories of the war, especially incensed that Monty, and his associates, had, at Churchill’s bidding, supplanted Chink and Auchinleck and then claimed a victory that was, essentially, not of their making.
    

Again, the little bitter-toned novel bolstered Chink in his revisionist campaign; feeling very much alone as he began his campaign against (what he termed) the “big giant Bad History;” the assurance of Hemingway’s support mattered.
  Dorman-Smith had certainly been elated after a conversation with Hemingway; he reported finding Hemingway much interested in the “Rommel story” and also ready to “help out, [since he] recognizes the necessity of telling [the] story on principle.”  Chink added that Hemingway was, “[V]ery well informed on British layout, including my past.”
  Hemingway had – reassuringly -- confirmed the “principled” character of Chink’s quest.

The stakes were very high.  After all, the Desert War really represented the final act in Britain’s long military role as a premier – if not the premier – power.  From November, 1942, Britain would largely be relegated to a tertiary role against the Axis.  And, no one seriously imagined that Britain would ever again project global power.  So, the narrative of the Desert War loomed larger than it might have otherwise been for those who fought there, or presided over that theater from London.  Chink wanted the narrative to be right.  Again, chivalry, too, demanded no less than a proper, honest historical record.  

Hemingway would, in fact, play something of a peripheral role in Dorman-Smith’s struggle to roll back the tide of popular history in the early 1950s.  Hemingway’s crucial contribution would consist of his encouragement, the not inconsequential weight of his friendship and support.
  Chink, as matters turned, never availed himself of Hemingway’s offer to “write to [his, Chink’s] orders.”  He looked to other means for correcting the story, for undoing “giant Bad History.”   In some sense his challenge to the popular narrative took the most direct, overt form possible; he sued Winston Churchill.  He asked for no money, but demanded an adjustment of Churchill’s massively popular Hinge of Fate.  There was an audacity in Dorman-Smith’s attack that matched the nerve of his old military nemesis, Rommel.  Churchill’s brilliantly written, soon-to-be Nobel lauded, personal history of the war represented the apogee of what Chink regarded as distorted popular history.  More infuriating to Chink was the fact that Churchill’s political position had given him access to information which he could use selectively to misconstrue the historical record.
  It was taking advantage, unfair advantage of his wartime stature and position.  It was a bold and – some would say – quixotic cause.  Indeed, Churchill initially dismissed Dorman-Smith’s suit, but the great man’s closest legal advisor grew worried that there was real substance in Chink’s allegation.   The allegation asserted that Churchill had willfully misrepresented the events of July 1942 and the circumstances that led to Auchinleck’s dismissal.  Incidentally, Dorman-Smith’s brother, Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith finally became exasperated with Chink for worrying so much about historical truth – and Auchinleck’s reputation – and for caring so little, apparently, about his own, professional abuse by Churchill and Montgomery.  As already noted, Dorman-Smith dismissed his brother’s complaint with the assertion that larger issues were at stake than any personal accommodations, corrections on his on behalf.    

For two years the legal maneuvering continued between Churchill’s lawyers and Dorman-Smith; with the additional mediation of Sir Basil Liddell Hart, Britain’s most prominent military historian, a revision of Churchill’s narrative was agreed to.  More might have been won, bigger historical concessions, but Churchill’s lead attorney appealed to Chink’s “chivalry,” asking that Dorman-Smith not subject the ill Churchill to a more dramatic, public, potentially fatal, embarrassment.
  In fact, Chink’s acceptance of the more tepid alteration of Churchill’s book seemed to fill him with greater resolve to press the larger issue to a more decisive result.  The larger issue involved a broader re-writing and re-ordering the public perception of the Desert War.  As if greater inducements were needed, Montgomery published his memoir in 1958.   That memoir, so popular, and confirming as it seemed Monty’s earlier, popular campaign books – and Churchill’s account of the Desert War – finally awakened even Field Marshal Auchinleck’s ire.  Prior to Monty’s memoir, Auchinleck had refused to let Chink use any of this personal papers and files in contradicting Churchill and Montgomery; now, he placed these documents at Chink’s disposal.  Then, too, Montgomery might well have reconsidered certain parts of his narrative if he had pondered the reality (did he know?) of Dorman-Smith’s little notebook.  For a general who prided himself so fully on his grasp of the order of battle and enemy’s dispositions, Montgomery had miscalculated (had he thought about it even?) his historiographical opponent.  That little notebook amounted to several divisions-worth of historical punch.  What is more, Chink had been carefully cultivating Liddell-Hart, plying him with information and interpretations that made the distinguished historian increasingly skeptical of the popular view of the Desert War.   More decisive still was the fact that an Oxford-trained historian, fresh from his own military service in the mid-1950s had begun to study seriously, critically, the Desert War and he determined that the best-known, popular treatments of those campaigns and battles were not entirely above critical reconsideration.
   His preliminary research, his curiosity, led him to Dorman-Smith -- and to that notebook.  

Correlli Barnett would change the popular narrative and force a permanent adjustment in the history of the war, especially the Desert War.  Barnett would prove to be a somewhat controversial writer and scholar; though, nothing suggests that he was – by nature – a born iconoclast; what he did possess was an ample store of skepticism and a wariness for settled orthodoxies.  In this sense, he and Dorman-Smith were not dissimilar; throughout much of his career, Chink had been both admired and scorned for his lack of orthodox thinking.  But both men knew the value of factual evidence, both knew that grand and glib assertions were liable to fail when not based on sound facts.  Barnett would demand facts from Chink – and his sources generally – before hurling himself into “the teeth of all the wartime and postwar adulation . . . [of Monty].”
  Dorman-Smith, with others, of course, supplied the facts.  That notebook broke the back of the stilted, unqualified, narratives advanced by Churchill and Montgomery (and by their admirers and adherents).  The notebook simply contained Dorman-Smith’s contemporary notes from July 1942 when he was Auchinleck’s deputy chief of staff.  The cryptic notations made clear that Auchinleck had stabilized the Alamein front and was preparing to push back against Afrika Korps and the Italians.  Critically, the notebook shattered (perhaps more than Chink even realized) the popular thesis advanced by Churchill and Montgomery that only the intervention of the Prime Minister (in sacking Auchinleck, and naming Montgomery commander of 8th Army) forestalled a pell-mell retreat to Cairo – and perhaps an irredeemable, war-losing defeat in North Africa.  Moreover, the notebook clarified that Auchinleck, far from being confused or beaten, bereft of plans, was very much in command of the situation.  No “military messiah” (using Barnett’s intentionally ironic term) was necessary.
  (Subsequently, Manfred Rommel – among many others – confirmed all this, that his father had, in point of fact, been fought to a standstill at what became known – via Barnett – as the Battle of First Alamein.)
  Montgomery who had appropriated Alamein as part of his title, Viscount Montgomery of Alamein, could only watch in dismay as Barnett exposed the gaping holes in the Churchill-Montgomery “myth.”  Making matters much the worse, for the myth-makers, was the fact that Barnett was an extremely gifted writer; his way with words was fully a match for Monty’s and not far off Churchill’s standard.  In some sense, Barnett would fight fire with fire; his revisionist study would aim at, and achieve, a popular audience.  Published in 1960, The Desert Generals changed the historiography of the war.
  And by including a substantial discussion of O’Connor’s 1940-41 victory in his book, Barnett helped make the “Forgotten Victor” far less forgotten than he would have otherwise been.  In doing this – going back to the Desert War, even before Auchinleck’s tenure of command -- Barnett effectively shattered Churchill’s grandiloquent epigram, “Before Alamein [Montgomery’s Alamein] we never had a victory, after Alamein we never had a defeat.”
  The force of Desert Generals carried extra weight because another Dorman-Smith confrere, John Connell, had published in the preceding year, with much input from Chink – and the grudging assistance of Auchinleck – his massive biography of the Field Marshal.  Connell was a widely known and well regarded novelist and journalist and that helped to promote his biography of Auchinleck.  There was some irony in the fact that Connell had, only three years earlier, written an admiring literary biography of Churchill.  He would retain his admiration for Churchill, but would not allow that admiration to impede his confirmation that Auchinleck was a great general who deserved far better treatment at Churchill’s hands.  Connell’s book created a stir, but it was written more formally, with more restraint than Desert Generals.  It was almost too big to gain the kind of popular readership that would come to Barnett.  There was, in fact, a kind of heft and push to Connell’s book that complemented the “shock troop” impact of Barnett.  Significant as well, though operating along different lines of attack, Arthur Bryant and Field Marshal Alanbrooke produced two very popular books in the late 1950s which eloquently, forcefully qualified certain elements of the Churchill legend.  And Connell would follow his Auchinleck biography with a similar massive, two-volume, study of Wavell (who had died in 1950, long before the record-straightening had been achieved).  A process of substantial, popular revision was clearly well underway.   

To Chink’s anguished regret, Hemingway’s suicide in 1961 meant that he would miss the climb-down of Montgomery.  Hemingway had been among the early public, popular writers to question Monty’s stature.  He did not live to see Montgomery forced (by Dorman-Smith, Barnett, and Company) to add an addendum to subsequent editions of his memoir, substantially softening his criticism of Auchinleck’s generalship.   

His sorrow over Hemingway’s death was among the greatest sorrows Dorman-Smith had known.
  Perhaps the loss was magnified by the realization that his old friend had served him well in his final years.  Hemingway had done what he could to help Chink set the record straight using the tools at his disposal.  

Reading Dorman-Smith’s correspondence during his final years, he died in 1969, leaves a sense that he was uncertain that his revisionist campaign had succeeded.
   That anxiety compelled him to press forward, in the face of declining health and other distractions.  He even contemplated more legal action in the early 1960s, but deciding against that, he continued to write long, detailed letters to historians like Barnett and Connell, imploring them to use every opportunity to gain a popular hearing for the truth (again, as Chink saw the truth).  To the end, Dorman-Smith worried that the great weight and force of the early popular treatments of the Desert War, by Churchill and Montgomery, might ultimately still win-out despite the correctives supplied by Barnett and Connell. 

 Lavinia Greacen, Chink’s superb biographer has chronicled ably and fully Chink’s driving determination to correct the history of the Desert War, and she notes, correctly, the he was extremely heartened as “official” historians tilted toward his view of 1942.
  Still, he was not comfortable, not satisfied, by the appearance of the detached, formal, “official” narratives.  He made it clear that even if “official histories” ultimately got the story right, no one would read those bulky, expensive, turgid tomes; to Chink’s way of thinking, “official historians do not have the last word.”
  No, the tools and force of popular history must be employed to counterbalance the fact that paperback editions of Churchill’s memoirs were in “every bookstall.”
  The popular view of things, popular history, needed cleansing.  

Dorman-Smith need not have worried.  Other interested students of the war would carry the clarifying work forward.  In the 1970s, the enormously popular Thames Television series the World at War would do much to balance the picture of the Desert War.  Even O’Connor, the most reticent of the three generals mentioned at the beginning of this paper, would be featured (and interviewed on camera) in the internationally acclaimed documentary.  Perhaps more telling is that John Latimer’s Alamein, published in 2003 by Harvard Press, takes the revised narrative of the Desert War almost at face-value.  Whether Latimer’s book (a melding of popular, academic, and official genres) would have satisfied Dorman-Smith completely is impossible to know.  But there was no question that both the popular and academic descriptions of the Desert War had been shifted fundamentally, unambiguously from the earliest – and extremely – popular narratives that so dismayed Dorman-Smith.

A post-script is necessary.  Whatever the failings of Churchill’s narrative, he remained a nearly ideal war-leader for some of those discussed in the preceding pages. Correlli Barnett was, for many years, the Keeper of the Churchill Archive at Cambridge, and an admirer of the “great man.”  Connell, too, saw the greatness in Churchill, as did Liddell Hart.  Montgomery too was admired, generally, by the historians discussed above.  In part, the historians knew, or believed, that some part of the Churchill-Montgomery distortions of their narratives were the result of an understandable myopia the may follow, all too naturally, when the writer of a narrative is at the center of great events and subject to enormous popular acclaim.  Barnett made the observation that Monty went along for years with a reputation “absolutely unblemished” by significant criticism.
  (Not that he was not criticized, but his achievements were sufficient to hold his detractors at bay and to keep his public reputation secure.)  Monty evidently came to embrace, uncritically, much of the acclaim that came his way after 1942.  And there was wisdom in General O’Connor reminder, to that young graduate student, that Churchill and Monty were both men who faced crushing, dangerous responsibilities; he suggested some allowance should be made for their mistakes then – and presumably – in their after-years as authors.  Chink could even soften his resentment to the extent of saying, “I have always been sympathetic toward Winston’s difficulties, which were political and emotional.  The worst that can be said is that he gave himself so little time [during those desert days and in his subsequent memoir writing] to discover the real truth of the situation.”
  Still, for Major General Eric “Chink” Dorman-O’Gowan, the record, especially the popular history of those dramatic and decisive days, still needed correction.  

� O’Connor commanded division and corps-sized formations, Auchinleck and Wavell both commanded full armies – several times -- during the war.  If their entire careers are considered (they all had very long careers) the number of men under their command (at one time or another) was well beyond that of typical members of Britain’s (higher) officer class.  


� Wavell to George Spencer-Churchill, April 15, 1948, Wavell to George Spencer-Churchill, April 25, 1949.  Possession of the author.


� His books on tactics and his poetry anthology were highly regarded.  He had also published a major biography of Field Marshal Allenby and a substantial study of generalship.  


� The details of Auchinleck’s life are contained in several biographies, for example,  John Connell, Auchinleck (London: Cassell, 1959) and Philip Warner, Auchinleck, the Lonely Soldier (London; Cassell, 1981).  His very voluminous correspondence is scattered throughout several repositories and collections, notably, the Auchinleck Papers, University of Manchester and The John Connell Papers, McMaster University.


� For O’Connor’s life see, John Baynes, The Forgotten Victor (London: Brasseys’, 1989).  The O’Connor Papers, Liddell-Hart Centre for Military Archives, King’s College, contain numerous references to his interest in, and reading of, histories of battles and campaigns, and war biographies.
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