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war & remembrance

MILLIONS of people died in the First World War. Afterwards, the people who 
started the war came up with ways to remember the dead that made everyone 
else forget who had sent them to their deaths. 

The Cenotaph, the Two Minutes Silence, the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, 
poppies, war memorials, the language we use and the rituals we follow, are all 
supposed to help us remember people’s sacrifice. 

But they also help the leaders who sacrificed their own people get away with 
it. The “war to end all wars” ended a century ago and yet the British have been 
fighting and remembering to forget, ever since. 



“A war memorial which has been littered with mistakes since 
it was created in 1989 may cost £10,000 to fix, a council has said… 

It is understood errors were made during the process of 
transferring the names of those killed from memorial plaques 

around Bodmin to a new monument. 
A tape recorder, which was used to list the names,  
is believed to be behind a number of the mistakes. 

Ann Hicks, chairman of the Cornwall Family History Society, said: 
‘They are dishonouring the dead of Cornwall’.”
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I
 

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

It has been estimated that 11,000 men were killed or wounded on the 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 reflect 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, Augustin Trebuchon’s lies and states that 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 on 11 November. 
He was buried near where he fell, but like many others his body was disin-
terred 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 Commonwealth War Graves Commission).  
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He was reburied in Saint-Symphorien Military Cemetery in Belgium, where the 
first fighting of the war had taken place during the Battle of Mons. Several dec-
ades later it was noticed, purely by coincidence, that Private Ellison had been 
reburied directly opposite the very first British fatality 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 
separated the first and last British dead. 

Nothing else about how and why the dead of the First World War were memori-
alised was left to chance – it was the result of conscious design. The war saw new 
ways of killing – gas, aerial bombardment, 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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II 

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 combatants and 6 
million civilians were killed. This was death on an industrial scale and heralded 
the birth of the modern world. In Britain, death amongst the conscripted army 
became so common that had Victorian fashions of mourning 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: A 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 Austro-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 
(repeated by U.S. President Woodrow Wilson) that it had been “a war to end all 
wars”. Of course, war did not end. “Only the dead see the end of war”. Since 
1914 a year has not passed when British have not been fighting somewhere. In-
deed, there has only been one year – 1968 – when no member of Britain’s armed 
forces was killed on active duty. 
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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 peo-
ple into revolution. The Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 ended Russian participa-
tion in the war. 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 declared itself a socialist republic and the Kaiser 
was forced to abdicate. 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 the newly declared Soviet Union. In Britain, at the 
beginning of 1919, troops and tanks took to the streets of Glasgow to quell ‘Red 
Clydeside’ – industrial action, which, the ruling class feared, might encourage 
Marxism among the workers.  Although it fell short of a general insurrection in 
Scotland, the following year  army chiefs came up with a plan to be instigated 

“in the event of Soviet government at Liverpool”, as workers searched for another 
way to fulfil the promise of Prime Minister Lloyd George to build “a land fit for 
heros”.

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 ide-
ology, it would be messy, at times farcical, 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.
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III 

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 

ACTUALLY, parts of France are forever England. The land on which the British 
war cemeteries were built at the end of the First World War was given in perpe-
tuity to the British by the French government.

The British had spilt a lot of blood building their Empire; most of it from the 
unfortunate natives the British were claiming to civilise. Britain may have had a 
professional army, but when not fighting abroad their fellow countrymen viewed 
them more as the scum of the Earth than poor bloody infantry. 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 
ate 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 clear its disapproval. The French went further and banned the practice alto-
gether in the case of their dead. However, when Lieutenant William Glynne Charles 
Gladstone MP  (Grandson of the late Prime Minister) was killed by a sniper in April 
1915, his well-connected family got the nod from the Prime Minister and the King. 
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His body was dug up by soldiers under fire and repatriated to be buried next to 
his father. For those in command, men with spades were for digging trenches 
not digging up bodies. They asserted that as officers and their men, (the upper 
and the working class) went into battle together and died together, so should 
they be buried together. Thus, they turned the question of leaving them on the 
battlefields into 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 relatives 
something more tangible than a location to mourn over. However, the industrial 
scale of the carnage was such that an industrial scale solution to the problem of 
bodies was needed if France and Belgium were not to become a landscape of 
craters and cemeteries.

In 1915, at a time when cremation was rare, a French committee set up to exam-
ine 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 vigor… 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…”

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 bodes 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 officer, several non commissioned 
officers, one priest and (possibly) one rabbi. 

This sounded brutally rational, so the report had to resort to vainglory. The dead 
had “behaved like heroes”, but the state had to “ask” the dead(!) for one last sac-
rifice and implored 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 press-
ing problem of myriads of worms or myriads of flies).
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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. Cremation was not formally on the statute books until 1902 
and the practice was still unacceptable to many. The Catholic Church did not 
formally sanction it until 1963. There are still more burials than cremations in 
France, but since 1968, the British have favoured cremation. Recognising the 
distaste for burning over burying, the report appealed to the modernity the war 
was accelerating. “Let us free ourselves from the prejudice of the old customs...” 
In the main, the appeal failed. 

The British kept their custom of burying soldiers in foreign fields, though a citi-
zen 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 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 cemetery was created in Northern France for their individual reinterment.

Historically Americans have preferred killing each other rather than foreigners. 
More Americans were killed in their Civil War than in all the wars they subse-
quently fought. The American 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. One 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. 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 to show their grati-
tude 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.

“In order to safely transport the corpses, the army’s Quartermaster Corps 
chemically treated them, wrapped them in blankets and placed them 
in hermetically sealed caskets, which in turn were placed in protective 
containers for shipping home”.
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The Americans have ever since followed an ethos of “no one left behind” and go 
to great lengths (and expense) to recover and identify remains. They continue to 
favour burying their war dead in home soil. 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 re-
ports of flag draped coffins being returned home in case it affected public support 
for war the way it had in Vietnam. The blackout was not lifted until April 2009, 
by the Obama administration.

The changing nature of war post 1945 has made the British rethink their liking 
for foreign fields. After the Falklands/Malvinas War, some of the families of the 
255 British fatalities requested the repatriation of bodies. The corpses of 52 sol-
diers, 11 Royal Marines, and one laundryman from Hong Kong, were returned 
to Britain. Most of the 650 Argentine dead never returned home. 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 Falkland near Goose Green. In Bue-
nos Aires a monument records the names of all the Argentine dead. 

The British would not experience similar numbers of dead until they lost 453 per-
sonnel fighting in George W. Bush’s “war on terror”. The British had fought and 
lost in Afghanistan three times before (1839 – 42, 1878 – 80 and 1919). Some 
of the British dead from these previous wars lie in Kabul, the country’s capital, in 
‘Kabre Agora’ (Graveyard of Foreigners). Alongside them is the grave of a Russian 
Cossack who died in 1917 fleeing the Bolshevik Revolution. Seventy years later, 
more Russians would die there as the Red Army fought the Mujahideen.  

The war aims of the American led invasion of 2001 did not include a permanent 
presence. Thirteen years later the British were still there – only their dead had 
made it home. Between 2007 and 2011 the bodies of 345 service personnel 
passed through the small town of Wootton Basset – now Royal Wootton Basset. 
A spontaneous 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 convoys of funeral hearses drove slowly past. 
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 war, it was a deeply unpopular one.  
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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.

As the war in Afghanistan continued, the names of the dead were recorded on 
brass plates on a wall at the Main British base, Camp Bastion in Helmand Prov-
ince. When the British finally did leave, they took the wall and the plates with 
them to stop them being desecrated when the Mujahideen/Taliban/al-Qaeda/
ISIS/Whoever came back. The desecration of war memorials is not unique to 
Islamic terrorists – 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 
the bronze they were made of.

The Afghanistan memorial was repatriated to the National Memorial Arboretum 
in Staffordshire where it joined a wall of names from Basra air base in Iraq, which 
came home with British forces in 2009. In 2016, on the 25th anniversary of the 
first Gulf War, a memorial to the 47 British dead was added to the Arboretum, 
which is now taking on some of the character of a war memorial theme park.  

The Arboretum is also the site of a sculpture ‘Shot at Dawn’ by Andy de Comyn. 
This is dedicated to the British and Commonwealth soldiers 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. Some 3000 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 mod-
elled 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 (PTSD). In 2006, 
those who had been executed were granted posthumous pardons, although calls 
for these had been turned down in 1993 by the then Prime Minister John Major, 
who said: “I have reflected long and hard but I have reached the conclusion that 
we cannot rewrite history by substituting our latter-day judgement for that of 
contemporaries, whatever we might think”.

Sometimes the next of kin were never offically told of executions. In 1916 the 
word “died” was ordered to be used on gravestones, rather than “killed in action”  
Private Albert Ingham, of the Manchester Regiment, ‘died’ of desertion on 1 
December 1916. His family exercised their right to add their own message to the 
gravestone (for 1 1/2 pence per letter). It reads “Shot at dawn”. 



“Shocking footage has emerged of a man urinating on a cenotaph 
in a busy city centre at 7am in the morning. 

CCTV caught the vandal weeing all over the World War One 
memorial in Manchester city centre on Sunday morning. 

He pulls down his zip and relieves himself all over the monument 
in a "spraying" motion - before stumbling into it when he is done.

Staff operating the CCTV contacted police after seeing the disgusting act.
City centre chief councillor Pat Karney is appealing for witnesses and said 
the footage shows ‘the worst act of vandalism’ he has ever seen in the city – 

saying it will ‘turn people's stomachs’.”
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IV

Onward Christian Soldiers 

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; their discredited ideas revive;

Breed new belief that War is purgatorial
Proof of the pride and power of being alive;

Men’s biologic urge to readjust
The Map of Europe, Lord of Hosts, increase;
Lift up their hearts in large destructive lust;

And crown their heads with blind vindictive Peace.
The Prince of Darkness to the Cenotaph

Bowed. As he walked away I heard him laugh. 
– Siegfried Sassoon, The Cenotaph

IN 1919, the Treaty of Versailles marked the formal end of the First World War 
setting 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 contradictions 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 Whitehall, in London, at the centre of 
the Empire. If the British and Empire dead had marched four abreast past the 
monument, it would have taken three and a half days for all of them to pass by. 
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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 hoped for and the overt Christian 
imagery that some in the Church of England craved. He considered but rejected 
a suggestion of statues of soldiers from the former and a big cross from the lat-
ter. Instead he proposed a cenotaph (Latin for ‘empty tomb’). 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 1914 – 1918. Lutyens creation proved 
to be perfectly judged.

“The temporary Cenotaph structure in Whitehall immediately became 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 com-
memorating the carnage. It was neutral enough in form so people could project 
their own thoughts on to it (especially during the two minutes 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 cross, Star of David or military emblem.
 
The original structure was made of wood and plaster only intended to last for 
the week of the victory celebrations. Its immediate popularity ensured it would 
remain in perpetuity. For the rest of the year it decayed like the bodies of the sol-
diers it commemorated, before being replaced in 1920 with the Portland stone 
structure that has been the centre of the Remembrance Sunday commemora-
tions ever since. (The wood from the temporary structure was used to make the 
bases of model cenotaphs which were sold to raise funds for blinded soldiers and 
sailors.) Its fitness as a monument was such that other cenotaphs were erected all 
over the Empire (Lutyens himself designed the one in Manchester).

The Cenotaph, and the other structures and rituals of commemoration, filled a 
need that the church had not. Church attendance had been falling in the new 
century and many questioned its capacity to give answers or consolation after the 
carnage of the war. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, be-
came a convert to spiritualism after his son died of flu, two years after being shot 
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in the Battle of the Somme. Doyle declared, “Christianity 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, sought 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 soldier.



“A thief who stole a Poppy Appeal box on Remembrance Sunday 
was made to observe the two minutes’ silence before being jailed. 
Chris Anderson, 28, was hauled to court on Armistice Day after 

being caught for the ‘abhorrent’ crime following a Facebook appeal.
 

Magistrate Wal Budzynski heard how the crook stole the 
Royal British Legion collection tin containing £200 last Sunday. 
The furious JP sent Anderson to the cells and ordered him back 

into court one minute before 11am. 
He was then told to stand in silence in the dock while the rest of the 

courtroom observed the two-minute silence.
 

Anderson remaining silent during the commemoration 
and was jailed by Mr Budzynski moments later for 12 months”
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V

Poppies

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

MAJOR 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 be-
ing 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 depart-
ment store and bought every artificial red poppy they had. The symbol quickly 
became popular and in Europe a French woman, Anna Guérin, used the flower 
as a way of raising money to help veterans and their families. The French already 
had “Le Bleuet”– the blue cornflower symbol, still 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 head-
ed 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’. As commander of British forces on the Western Front, he had 
gained a reputation for 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 to me that Haig was the greatest Scots General – he 
killed the most Englishmen”. 
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Lloyd George had promised that the survivors of the war would not be forgoten. 
In fact, destitution was often the lot of the ex-serviceman, the scale of the demo-
bilisation of men after the war was a massive problem. Some of those described 
as 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 a handout 
of his own; an Earldom and a £100,000 tax free golden handshake (an astro-
nomical sum in today’s money). In 1926, there were calls to remove “Haig Fund” 
from the black centre 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 Legion opened their own factories, 
which employed disabled ex-servicemen. 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 million, 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, who all make weap-
ons 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 that he could use his honorary position to help defence companies 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 net-
working opportunity”. 

The poppy itself is not without controversy. To some, its close association 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 occupies a complex space in Britain’s longest running conflict – North-
ern 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 support the 
injured of those conflicts or families of those lost in war. But very substantial 
amounts are used to build monuments to insane or inane generals…
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“…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, colluded 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 acceptable symbols must be found that will enable Irish minds  
to disengage from all that the poppy currently stands for.”

This was twenty years almost to the day after the IRA had bombed a Remem-
brance 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. 

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. Every November there are stories of those who have 
appeared on television not wearing a poppy and ipso facto disrespected the armed 
forces. 

There was a farcical moment during the 2015 appeal when a photograph 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 no-
ticed the picture (without 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. 

Jon Snow, a senior Chanel 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 that 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 does not wear a poppy, not just on Remembrance Sunday, 
but from late October onwards, risks accusations of being unpatriotic or being 
against “our troops”.
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Despite, or perhaps because of the complexities of its meaning, the poppy re-
mains a popular and potent symbol for the British. One of the most viewed 
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 Colonial military casualty). The poppies spilled out of the 
Tower of London and filled the empty moat, attracting approximately 5 mil-
lion visitors. At the end of its exhibit, 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. Instead the individual poppies were sold 
off for £25 each and the proceeds distributed to charities including the Royal 
British Legion. 

As the survivors of World War One have passed, the meaning of the poppy has 
changed. In 1981 the Royal British Legion extended its membership to serving 
members of the armed forces. Since the 1982 Falklands War in particular, the 
poppy has been worn by some as a patriotic symbol rather than one of remem-
brance, 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. They have largely 
replaced the blood red of the poppy with the patriotic red, white and blue of 
lapel ribbons. 

A letter to The Guardian from five British veterans who had served in 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 recruiting youngsters to fight in the opium 
fields of Afghanistan.

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 Af-
ghanistan as striking a blow in both wars:
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“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. Ironically, a few months before 9/11, the 
Taliban had forbidden the farming of opium poppies used to make heroin. In 
May 2001, The New York Times reported United Nations officials as concluding:

“The first American narcotics experts to go to Afghanistan under Taliban 
rule have concluded that the movement’s ban on opium-poppy cultivation 
appears to have wiped out the world’s largest crop in less than a year, 
officials said today”. 

However, the ban cut tax revenue for the Taliban, forced farmers deeper into 
poverty and with the invasion, destroyed any semblance of order.  In 2014,  
after ten years of occupation by the Americans and British, John Sopko the U.S. 
Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, told the Senate Drug 
Caucus that farmers in Afghanistan were producing more opium than ever. “The 
rise in opium production is expected to continue – and to threaten the stability 
of the Afghan government”. Another war aim has not been met. Maybe Ameri-
cans should start wearing the poppy again?



“A bus driver outraged a villagers by beeping his horn 
and trying to drive through a two minute’s silence 

on Remembrance Sunday.

The man was filmed by a member of the public attempting 
to drive through a service in Cranfield, Bedfordshire.
Former Royal Marine Dave Gagie-Devoe said the bus 
had passed a ‘road closed’ sign and continued moving 
towards the war memorial despite Police Community 

Support Officers trying to stop it moving”.
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VI

As Quiet As The Grave

“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 victory, remem-
bering the cost of that victory and avoiding awkward questions about what ex-
actly 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 ob-
servance 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 
support from the King. Like Goldilocks, the three minute South African silence 
was too long, a one minute silence observed in January 1919 for former U.S. Pres-
ident 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. 
The right wing Daily Express urged the working class returning to a land of un-
employment not to follow their Russian counterparts into revolution. 
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“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 the same day in a front page editorial:

“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.”

The silence at the Cenotaph in London was repeated in remembrance 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 mean-
ing 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 without making some noise, be it a shuffle or a cough. Birds sang and 
Big Ben struck eleven.

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 silences from the Whitehall Cenotaph ceremo-
nies. Semper spent four years tracking down and editing 83 archive recordings. 
The earliest was from a 1929 British Movietone newsreel, the latest from BBC 
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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 a little too avant-garde and high-concept for the charts, a 
charity single of two minutes silence was released in 2010 in aid of the British 
Legion. Rather than a recording of an actual silence, the digital download con-
tained no audio, but purchasers also got a video file of politicians, pop and sports 
stars gazing at the camera.

Adrian Gregory a history tutor and author of ‘The Silence of Memory’, a book 
about the rituals of Armistice Day, reviewed Semper’s work and pointed out 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 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 anniversary of the start 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 experience of war, or 
even know anyone who has fought in one, feel any real sense of loss when they 
stand still and keep silent on Remembrance Sunday. The power of the ceremony 
comes from knowing that at that moment thousands, maybe millions of oth-
er people are also standing silent. The World Wars involved entire populations. 
Many of those involved cite this feeling of standing together in common purpose 
as something they miss, despite the privations of life during wartime. 



“Two young Massachusetts women have been placed on unpaid leave from 
their jobs after posting a photo on Facebook showing one of them at the 
Tomb of the Unknowns at Arlington National Cemetery giving the finger 

beside a sign calling for silence and respect. 

Lindsey Stone, 30, and Jamie Schuh, who took the photo, were placed 
on unpaid leave by a non-profit, LIFE Inc. based in Hyannis, Mass., 

which helps adults with special needs, 
the Cape Cod Times reported on Wednesday. 

The chief financial officer of the told the Times 
that the company is ‘appalled’.

A Fire Lindsey Stone page has gotten more than 14,000 ‘likes’. Stone, 
who lives with her parents and Jamie Schuh, of Mashpee,

said in a statement to the Boston Herald that they 
“never meant any disrespect” for service members and had 
only intended it as a ‘visual pun’ in response to the sign, 

not the location or the people represented there”.
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VII 

The Tomb of the Unknown

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

IN November 1920, the bodies of four (or maybe six, no one’s sure) unidentified 
British soldiers (or they may have been airmen or sailors, again no one’s sure) 
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 is now quite 
sure where) but they were probably dug up yet again and buried with other un-
identified casualties in one of the large military cemeteries that were later built. 
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 hun-
dreds of thousands of others. The monument, sometimes known as the “open 
mouth of death” was designed by Edwin Lutyens, the architect of the Cenotaph. 
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.



34

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 encour-
aged 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. 

Whist the Cenotaph carried the triumphant but secular inscription, “The Glori-
ous 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 ensure 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 followed. There was no shortage of 
unidentified, unknown bodies of all nationalities. The French were going to put 
theirs in the Pantheon, but bowed to a letter writing campaign not to sully the 
Unknown 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, Portugal and America all came to have their own 
unknowns. 

Australia wanted an unknown soldier too, but Britain wouldn’t let them. A stag-
gering one in three Australian males of military age enlisted to fight in the war. 
Over 60,000 were killed and over 150,000 were wounded, gassed or taken pris-
oner. 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 com-
memorated its dead with a Hall of Memory 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 coffin 
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 in-
terment was in a sense part of Australia becoming a nation in its own right.
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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 ex-
plicit on the 20th anniversary 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 established 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 became tainted by this association. It 
was damaged by British bombing during the war and afterwards lay in the area 
occupied by the USSR. They changed its name to the ‘Memorial to the Vic-
tims of Fascism and Militarism’, which changed again after the reunification of 
Germany in 1989. Today it is the ‘Central Memorial of the Federal Republic 
of Germany for the Victims of War and Tyranny’. War memorials in Germany 
are far less numerous than on the victor’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 German memorial is the Holocaust Memorial 
to the Murdered Jews of Europe, which was built in 2003 near the Brandenburg 
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 rubble when the Russians started 
erecting an enormous monument to their soldiers who had died defeating Ger-
many. The haste in building it was not 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 in-
scription boldly reminded the Germans who was in charge now (assuming they 
could read Cyrillic). “Eternal glory to the heroes who fell in battle with the Ger-
man 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 victorious. So far, Berliners have let it be.  
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They did get their own back by changing the road name from the Charlotten-
burger highway to 17 June street. This commemorated a revolt against the East 
German government in 1953, which the Soviets had suppressed with tanks. Per-
haps 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”. 
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VIII 

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 Cem-
etery in Virginia. Arlington lies across the Potomac River from Washington DC, 
and since the Civil War has been the American military’s most sacred cemetery. 
The casket containing the body was lowered into the grave and weighed down 
with medals: 

“President Harding bestowed on the unknown soldier the Medal of 
Honor and the Distinguished Service Cross (the latter of which was 
never awarded again). General Jacques presented the Croix de Guerre, 
Belgium’s highest military honor. (He took from his own chest the medal, 
which had been bestowed on him by King Albert.) Admiral Beatty 
bestowed the Victoria Cross, which had never before been given to a 
foreigner. Marshal Foch bestowed the Medaille Militaire and the Croix 
de Guerre with palm, France’s highest military honor. General Diaz gave 
the Gold Medal for Bravery, Prince Bibescu of Romania gave the Virtuta 
Militaire, Dr. Dedrich Stephenek of Czechoslovakia presented the 
Szechoslovakia War Cross, and Prince Lubomirski of Poland gave  
the Virtuti Militan.” 

Chief Plenty Coups of the Crow Nation, wearing his full traditional bat-
tle regalia and headdress awarded the unknown his war bonnet. But in the 
USA, the First World War would always seem like someone else’s battle.  
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Their entry into Europe’s imperial power struggle had remained controversial.  
It did, however, lay the foundation for the USA to emerge from the Second 
World War as the pre-eminent 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 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. The decision to accord the Korean War an equal memorial is different. 

The British were also involved in the conflict, but saw Korea as little more than 
a superpower pissing contest that served to confirm 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 post War Labour govern-
ment’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 understood 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 remem-
bering the dead and starting honouring the military. And in an effort to differen-
tiate 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 op-
position 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. The failure in 
Vietnam was, they opined, a failure of the public and politicians who had not 
supported the troops, or allowed their military leaders to do what was necessary 
to win the war. 
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In 1980, Ronald Reagan, the Republican Party’s Presidential nominee, 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 organisation backed a Republican for President and supported Reagan, 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 Vi-
etnam at Arlington in the most venerated 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 unidentified war dead; 
1,648 after World War One, 8,526 after World War Two and 848 after the Ko-
rean 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. The 
dead were usually quickly removed from the field, there was better military re-
cord-keeping and there had been scientific advances in the identification of re-
mains. 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 Arlington. One 
group, ‘The National League of Prisoners of War – Missing In Action Families’ 
worried: “The major problem is that they could be interring somebody who 
might eventually be identified.” 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 Cambo-
dian 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 (according to the log of their radio message):
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“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 results they 
gave did not tally with what was known about Blassie’s physiology, so the author-
ities were able to get the “believed 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 frag-
ments – 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 that there was a strong possibility the original 

“thought to be” designation might be right. Reluctantly he followed his orders 
and destroyed the paperwork. 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. Defense Secre-
tary 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 Un-
knowns. Army Secretary John Marsh, who later admitted he felt political pres-
sure 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 a film star’s eye for a good scene, and a politician’s nose for the vet-
eran’s vote, Reagan presided over the interment at Arlington Cemetery. As ever 
the President, (and his speech writers) knew exactly how to strike the right note 
and still 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”. 
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He added that America had not been defeated on the battlefield in Vietnam, a 
remark aimed to further the right’s agenda of banishing 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 historian William S. Lind in the 1990s to de-
scribe 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. airpower Reagan was 
expanding. 

Although in the 21st Century, Americans 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 Command-
er-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. 
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 inside 
it were DNA tested and identified as First Lieutenant Michael J. Blassie, 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. Blassie’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 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 newsletter and had attended the interment ceremony in 1984.  
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Ten years later, he wrote a piece that questioned the Pentagon’s assertion that 
the body was unidentified. At the time he contacted Blassie’s sister Patricia who 
by then was herself an Air Force officer. She took his theory to the Air Force 
Casualty Office who assured 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 convinced the Blassie family to push for 
answers. Their questions eventually lead to the tomb being reopened, the body 
DNA tested, a positive match made and the body returned to the family. 

The family had Michael buried in the 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 protestations of the family, the grateful 
nation kept the Medal of Honor. That had been awarded to the Unknown, not 
to Michael J. Blassie. In a way it was entirely appropriate that the closing act of 
the Vietnam War ended in such a tragic, yet farcical way.
 
Very early on the Tomb of the Unknown started to crack and despite repairs may 
yet need to be replaced. It now bares the inscription, “Honoring and Keeping 
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 Blassie’s disinterment, William S. Cohen, the 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 interment of First Lieutenant Blassie, Arlington be-
latedly installed another headstone marked “unknown”. Six years earlier, workers 
went to Grave Plot 449 in Section 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.
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IX 

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!”

G.W. Hunt – McDermott’s War Song

THE memorials and rituals of the First World War had quickly become so in-
grained in British culture that it seemed completely natural for them to almost 
seamlessly evolve into the rituals that would commemorate a very different Sec-
ond World War. The dates 1939 – 1945 were added to the Cenotaph, and Armi-
stice 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, 
poppies were seen less and little lapel flags seen more. Remembrance became less 
about World War One, or World War Two, but more about World War Three. 

Rory Fanning was a U.S. Ranger. He became a conscientious objector after seeing 
Iraqi civilians killed in 2004. He wrote about how remembrance had changed 
from reflection to jingoism and saw one such example in the decision to change 
Armistice Day to Veterans Day.

“Armistice Day was sacred because it was intended to evoke memories 
of fear, pain, suffering, military incompetence, greed and destruction 
on the grandest scale for those who had participated in war, directly 
and indirectly. Armistice Day was a hallowed anniversary because it was 
supposed to protect future life from future wars.
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“Veterans Day, instead, celebrates ‘heroes’ and encourages others to 
dream of playing the hero themselves, covering themselves in valour. 
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 
arguably the most unpopular British Prime Minister of modern times. After the 
Falklands 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 cer-
tainties disappeared, the world became more complex and without the old foes, 
who understood how to sit out a stalemate, more dangerous. 

In the pause between the Second World War and the Korean War, George Or-
well (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 internal 
affair. In the past, the ruling groups of all countries, although they might 
recognise their common interest and therefore 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 pam-
phlet 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 something: Do you support our policy? 
That’s the one you’re not allowed to talk about.”
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British politicians have grown envious of the American public’s uncritical ad-
miration for its own military, which makes it unpatriotic to scrutinise foreign 
policy or defence spending. In 2006, in a climate of great opposition to Britain’s 
involvement in American-led invasions and occupations in the Middle East, the 
Labour government conjured up their own annual Veterans Day. Within three 
years they had decided to come clean about its intentions and just call it Armed 
Forces Day. 

America and Britain were not the first to change the names of public holidays 
to change their emphasis for propaganda value. In 1922, Germany introduced a 
Volkstrauertag (People’s Mourning 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 character. 

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 theorists.  
It had nothing to do with the safety or freedom of the American people. 
The last time the U.S. military deployed to fight for the protection of 
American life was in World War Two – an inconvenient 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. So civilians are encouraged to think of themselves as combatants in a 
war on/of/for terror. The comparatively tiny number of Westerners killed by 
Islamic terrorists have their own memorials.

In 2013, Fusilier drummer Lee Rigby was murdered by two Islamic 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”. Rigby’s family and public opinion persuaded the council 
to reconsider and a stone tablet bearing his name was installed in a church op-
posite where he died. 

In 2015, a further memorial to Rigby in the form of a bronze drum and plaque 
were unveiled in his home town of Middleton, near Manchester. 
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In Hyde Park, the victims of 2005’s 7/7 attacks, when 53 people were killed 
whilst travelling on London Transport, have a memorial. There is also a plaque 
marking the spot where one of the terrorist’s bombs exploded on a bus. In 2015 
the government anounced it would fund a memorial to victims of a terrorist 
attack in Tunisia and create a separate national monument for British citizens 
killed overseas in terrorist attacks. In a truly bizzarre gesture that appeals to two 
popular sentiments of hatred of bankers and fear of terrorists: 

 
“The memorials will be funded by banking fines, which are allocated 
by Chancellor George Osborne. Mr Osborne decided that good causes 
should benefit from the misdemeanours of bankers, and that penalties 
levied by the Financial Conduct Authority should be reserved for such  
a purpose.” 

In the USA there are literally hundreds of memorials to the victims of the 9/11 
attacks. Politicians say we are involved in a war on terror, so should these be 
understood as 21st Century war memorials? And if so, in a secular, consumer-
ist world what should we make of war memorials to the new state religion of  
shopping?
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X

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, The Iliad

EVERY year there are more memorials to past wars and fewer people who fought 
in them. And 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 developer 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 centre 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 dedicated 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 an-
yone 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.




