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what have regularly kept military budgets below minimum 
levels. O’Connor shows that RUSI, far from seeking ever-
increasing sums of money, has consistently focused upon 
analyzing whether the means are sufficient for the ends. 
Consequently, the utter inadequacy of Great Britain’s mili-
tary resources in relation to the political objectives set by its 
leaders, and the role that Britain has wished to play in the 
world, has been denounced by RUSI 
for the better part of the past two cen-
turies. The institute has been as realis-
tic as possible in its analysis of the use 
of the British armed forces, taking into 
account the decline of the British 
Empire and decolonization.

The institute, ever pragmatic in its 
military thinking, is also depicted by 
O’Connor as being unswayed by ideolo-
gies. Imperialism as the be-all and end-
all, and the praetorianism of the 19th 
Century found no more apologists 
within the institute than did fascism, 
communism, or the idealism surround-
ing the League of Nations in the 1920s 
and 1930s; the organization’s sole 
objective has always been to ensure the 
defence of Great Britain and its demo-
cratic values. Despite the defensive 
stance, reflecting upon the use of weap-
ons in a liberal regime, from the era of 
Open Diplomacy to the present, requires 
that we, with our fallible collective 
memories, be constantly reminded of the armed forces’ essen-
tial role as bastion of democracy. O’Connor makes good on 
that requirement by quoting—more than once—Colonel John 
Ward from 1921: “We shall never be such a society of Angels 
that we can do without the hangman and the prison… because 
there are always a certain number of lunatics who think they 
are sane.” This assertion was certainly not disproven by the 

Second World War, and is just as relevant as ever today. For 
RUSI, in contrast to the spirit of the times, the motto has 
been—and shall remain—si vis pacem, para bellum.

It is abundantly clear that this book, published by RUSI, 
was written by an ardent supporter of the institute. O’Connor’s 
admiration for those who have poured their energies into the 

institute, and his tendency to emphasize 
RUSI’s successes while citing external 
factors to explain away each of its 
shortcomings can sometimes be grat-
ing. For example, on the topic of the 
institute’s inability to develop a doc-
trine for mechanized warfare in the 
1920s and 1930s, O’Connor places the 
blame upon the poor quality of the 
armoured vehicles available in England 
and the underfunding of research. That 
does not come anywhere near to 
explaining the lack of a doctrine that 
could very well have compensated in 
part for those deficiencies.

All-in-all, Between Peace and War: 
British Defence and the Royal United 
Services Institute, 1831–2010 show-
cases the exceptional RUSI Journal, 
and is essential reading for any 
researcher who wishes to seriously 
study British or Western military 
thought of the past two centuries. More 
generally, O’Connor’s work demon-

strates the importance of independent research on security 
issues, and it provides a better understanding of the influence 
of a ‘think tank’ of this scope.
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M
ajor-General Sir Isaac Brock, who was killed 
early in the War of 1812, is regarded by 
Canadians as the “Saviour of Upper Canada.”  
Interest in the life of Brock is so powerful 
that two new biographies have been pub-

lished this year. With the bicentennial of the War of 1812 now 
upon us, interest in this popular figure is bound to increase.

In 1812, Brock was head of the provincial government 
and commander in Upper Canada; he was a relatively inexpe-
rienced officer, who, during the previous decade, held various 
posts in the Canadas. While his military service was lengthy, 
his operational experience was not-Brock’s last action had 
occurred in 1799. Nonetheless, Brock is credited with saving 
Upper Canada in 1812. Indeed, the hagiography (an idealized 
biography) that is so evident in many works about Brock is 
both pervasive, and, in some ways, perverse. The cult associ-
ated with his legacy is so strong, that when I dared present a 
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different perspective in which Brock vac-
illated over some decisions, was credited 
with victories not his own, and that the 
Americans were incapable of conquering 
Canada in 1812, the Parks Canada 
employee I was speaking with at the 
Brock Memorial on Queenston Heights 
asked me to leave the grounds. 

The publication of these biographies 
provides an opportunity to re-assess 
Brock’s leadership and his legacy. The 
authors of these works are no strangers to 
the War of 1812 or the Napoleonic War, 
and they present their subject differently. 
For Jonathan Riley, an accomplished sol-
dier, leadership and command form the 
heart of his work, while academic histo-
rian Wesley Turner has written a biogra-
phy that seeks to understand Brock and to 
explain why he remains such a popular 
figure. Complicating the task for both authors is Brock’s 
unique position as the sole British general to meet the 
Americans in the field during 1812. Comparisons with subse-
quent commanders are difficult, given the dramatic improve-
ments to American tactical leadership, training, and perfor-
mance. And, while, as one of the authors reveals, four other 
British generals fell in combat during 1812, they fell in 
Spain, a theatre where conditions were distinctly different 
from those in Canada.

Wesley Turner subscribes to the heroic view of Brock. 
Turner is a professional historian, and he conducted his stud-
ies at the University of Toronto and Duke University. Until his 
recent retirement, he spent 31 years teaching history in high 
schools and at Brock University. His previous writings on the 
War of 1812 include The War of 1812: The War That Both 
Sides Won (2000), and British Generals of the War of 1812 
(1999 and 2011). 

To Turner, Brock was the most 
unlikely of heroes; his high birth and 
unimpressive combat record in Upper 
Canada – amounting to two battles – does 
not have the makings of a glorious figure. 
It was following his death that Brock’s 
glorification came to life, and memories 
of his character and personal bravery 
transformed his setback at Queenston 
Heights into a victory, and transformed 
him into a Canadian hero. He suggests 
that Brock (aided by others) prevented the 
American conquest of Canada in 1812. 
Had Brock not taken Detroit, Brigadier-
General William Hull would have 
marched into Upper Canada, outflanking 
Fort Mackinac in the north, and the 
Niagara Peninsula in the south. Another 
American army would have crossed the 
Niagara River and advanced towards 

Burlington Bay, leaving all of Upper 
Canada west of Kingston in American 
hands. How the Americans would have 
achieved this, especially since their logis-
tical capability was almost non-existent, 
and their lack of command of the lakes is 
never considered. Hull was defeated by 
his lack of will, and he returned to the 
United States on his own. American 
forces collecting in the Niagara region 
and near the border of Lower Canada 
were in disarray.  What Turner proposes 
was simply impossible. 

In my view, a much better perspec-
tive on these events is provided by histo-
rian Jonathan Reilly. As War of 1812 his-
torian Donald E. Graves, notes in his fore-
word, A Matter of Honour is “… a study 
of a good soldier by another good sol-
dier.” Riley’s experience in the interplay 

between regular troops and indigenous tribal fighters, and his 
academic training, provides him with a unique perspective 
towards his topic. Lieutenant-General Jonathon Riley, CB, 
DSO, PhD, is currently the Master of the Armouries, respon-
sible for the Royal Armouries collection of arms, armour, and 
artillery held in the Tower of London. During an impressive 
career in the British Army that spanned nearly 40 years, Riley 
held battalion and brigade commands in the Balkans, division-
level command in Iraq, and, latterly, as Deputy Commander of 
NATO ISAF in Afghanistan. He also completed a doctorate in 
history, and has written 12 books on military subjects, includ-
ing Napoleon and the World War, 1813 (1999 and 2007) and 
Napoleon as a General: Command from the Battlefield to 
Grand Strategy (2007). 

In this, his latest book, Riley contends that Brock was 
guided by the moral compass of the era, and that honour, brav-
ery, and loyalty, tinged by an impulsive nature, were his key 

character traits. These attributes are evi-
dent in the examination of Brock’s tenure 
as acting Commander-in-Chief of British 
North America between 1805 and 1807, 
and his later appointment as administrator 
and commander in Upper Canada. Here 
we see Brock dealing with, on one hand, 
“… the timeless struggle between the pri-
macy of civil authority and the require-
ments of sound military preparations;” 
while on the other, achieving a “decisive 
effect” in establishing aboriginal engage-
ment with Britain before hostilities com-
menced, and prior to his meeting with the 
influential war leader, Tecumseh. 

Brock differed with his superior, 
Lieutenant-General Sir George Prevost, 
the Commander-in-Chief of British North 
America, over pre-war plans for the 
defence of the Canadas. Prevost’s concept 
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relied upon an operational defensive with tactical offensives as 
necessary, and this was not to Brock’s liking. Brock, like 
many officers serving in near-isolation, may have felt local 
conditions were being misread, and he thus pursued matters 
on his own, including engaging in an alliance with the western 
natives, and advocating the expansion of Crown authority into 
American territory, which  “… [committed] Britain to a strat-
egy no one was calling for either in London or in North 
America.”  As inept generalship and poor preparation on the 
part of the Americans allowed Brock to get away with this 
potentially- dangerous course of action,a factor that is often 
overlooked by historians, Riley wonders how Brock, if he had 
survived, would have fared against a revived American army 
and an expanding American navy in 1813 or 1814.

Turner provides no adequate answer for his question 
regarding Brock’s legacy: why has so much attention been 
given to a general officer who died in the early months of a 
conflict that lasted over three years? He refers to accounts by 
contemporaries of the irreparable loss to the British war effort 
following Brock’s death, newspaper articles that, in the post-
war years, presented him as a hero, as well as the popular 

songs that praised Brock’s bravery. Little mention is made of 
the historiography of the War of 1812, and how, over the 
course of time, certain figures were written out of the history, 
while others were praised. The motives for erecting the first 
monument to Brock in 1827 are not explained, nor are the 
reasons for the construction of the second, larger monument. 
Many questions remained unanswered, while the military 
analysis is untenable.

The Astonishing General is a fair biography of  Major-
General Isaac Brock, yet it has many shortfalls, whereas there 
is little to quibble about in A Matter of Honour. Riley has 
presented a fresh examination of a compelling figure from the 
War of 1812. It is an even-handed biography that navigates 
clear of that mythology and hagiography that has so plagued 
the historiography of Sir Isaac Brock. By doing so, Riley 
offers a new perspective of Brock’s generalship during the 
War of 1812. 

Major John R. Grodzinski, CD, PhD, teaches history at the Royal Military 
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Q
uite often, ‘edited’ collections of letters dating 
from the First World War simply reproduce the 
original documents as they were written. 
Offering little more than a few grammatical 
corrections, and perhaps a brief biographical 

 sketch of the soldier-author, some ‘editors’ 
seem content to let the letters speak for themselves, and to 
allow readers to both form their own opinions concerning 
their content ,and to draw their own conclusions regarding 
their importance as literary and historical artefacts. While 
such an approach has definite merit – making contemporary 
accounts accessible, regardless of the amount of editorial 
paraphernalia, is arguably what matters the most – reading 
collections of this sort can, at times, be a decidedly unfulfill-
ing experience owing to the lack of contextual information 
and additional detail concerning various subjects upon which 
the author offers comment.  Kiss the kids for dad, don’t forget 
to write is certainly not of this mould.

George Timmins, the soldier whose letters have been 
reproduced in this collection, originally enlisted in the 116th 

Battalion (from Uxbridge, Ontario) in March 1916 and was 
subsequently transferred by the following October to the 18th 
Battalion (from London, Ontario), where he served for the 
remainder of the war.  Promoted to lance-corporal shortly 
after Vimy, he was also present at Passchendaele and was 
subsequently wounded at Amiens. Deeply personal and 
touching, Timmins’s letters reveal that he, like so many 
others, was fighting two separate wars: one to help realize 
victory on the Western Front, and the other to remain a rel-
evant part of the family that he left behind in Canada. His 
correspondence with his wife, May, and on occasion, his eld-
est daughter, Winnifred Mary, or simply Winnie, reveal a 
man torn between the duties of a soldier and the responsibil-
ities of a husband and father. The stress and anxiety occa-
sioned by his dual commitments to both army and family 
become all the more evident as the months pass and his mis-
sives home increase in number.

Although written during the war, Timmins’s letters are 
more ‘social’ than ‘military’ in both character and orienta-
tion. Believing at times that he might bore and disinterest his 
wife with his recollections of purely military matters, he 
tended to comment on different domestic concerns, such as 
his daughter’s gradual movement into womanhood, the 
amount of work that his wife undertook and its implications 
for her health, the precarious family budget, and the pressing 
need for his children to perform more household chores. His 
correspondence is not by any means devoid of ‘things mil-
itary’ – the military historian can still utilize this collection 
with profit – but the emphasis tends to fall slightly upon 
‘things non-military.’ To be sure, he mentions the importance 
of mail and the influence of the all-seeing censor, his increas-
ing war weariness, conscription, and his commitment to see-
ing the war through to its successful conclusion despite being 
critical of the army, its administration, and some of its lead-


