
70 Canadian Military Journal • Vol. 14, No. 1, Winter 2013

Book Reviews

…The confusion between means and effects relates directly to 
the interpretation of Clausewitz’s dictum of war being an extension 
of policy by other means. The narrow interpretation of this dictum 
recognises only the actual use of force as the “instrument” that war 
provides to policy. However, war itself as the interpretive structure 
which gives meaning to that force is equally an instrument. If the 
strategist fails to understand this, strategy will associate a ‘mes-
sage’ with a given means; that confusion of means and effects is 
intrinsically associated with a conception of war as a fixed, single 
structure in which the actions of armed forces will be interpreted 
in terms of their military significance.

Some might say that there may not be a lot that is new in this 
insistence upon a more discriminating analysis of ends, ways, 
and means. After all, the long-established concept of winning an 
insurgency via ‘hearts and minds’ as opposed to ‘body counts’ has 
always intuitively acknowledged this notion, and, the concept of 
complexity in war is surely not original. In coalitions, the member 
states have, since ancient times, fought for very different reasons, 
and often with radically different war aims. So too in complex 
inter-societal conflicts do various groups and classes view the 
motivations, practice, and consequences of war from very different 
perspectives. However, what is original and valuable in this book 
is that Simpson takes a comprehensive overview of the perspec-
tives, impact, and utility of war, and he argues effectively for a 
new level of sophistication in thinking about conflict; and, how the 
actions and messaging surrounding war should be expressed. He 
contends that Western societies have not thought seriously enough 
about the employment of force in furthering international policy, 
and that liberal democracies have failed to make the distinction 
between “Clausewitzian” inter-state war and modern insurgency.

Although Simpson does not baldly say it, he is implicitly 
demanding a less insular approach to war and international affairs. 
As he points out, in both Iraq and Afghanistan, there were far too 
many officers, diplomats, and politicians who were surprised that, 
after the initial invasions and occupations, there were subsequent 
insurgencies. Few strategists had paid sufficient heed to Galula - 
or even appeared to understand the major power experiences with 
regard to the length and difficulty of conflicts such as Vietnam, 
Northern Ireland, and the Russian experience in Afghanistan. 

From a Canadian perspective, where, at least since the 1960s, 
our national leaders’ thinking about the complexities of war and 
international instability has been notably feckless and blurred, this 
book is particularly relevant. Perhaps this is because our wars have 
largely been discretionary, and for most Canadians, our recent par-
ticipation in wars in Korea, the Gulf, Kosovo, and Afghanistan were 
remote, had little impact upon daily life, and, to most citizens, were 
seemingly inconsequential. Yet, in this highly globalized world, 
where failing states, uprisings, and violent extremism can have a 
rapid impact far from their epicentres, it is especially important 
that our leaders be familiar beforehand with the issues, problems, 
and nature of modern conflict. War from the Ground Up makes a 
solid contribution for those wishing to understand this aspect of 
human behaviour. 

This book is an engaging study, but it is not a quick read. 
Simpson’s analysis is measured, intensely methodical, and regu-
larly interspersed with aphorisms that invite the reader to pause 
and consider his broader implications. Indeed, some of his pithier 
pronouncements may well survive as quotable military rubrics. 
Because of its density, War from the Ground Up will unlikely be 
of any interest or appeal to the average citizen. It is, nevertheless, 
an important book and will be profitably read by virtually all 
military officers, international journalists, diplomats, academics, 
and federal politicians. 

As recent developments, such as armed drones and new  
surveillance techniques, change the nature of conflict, they force 
us to rethink strategic ends, ways, means, audiences, and narra-
tives. This is an unremitting process, and War from the Ground 
Up will not, in any sense, be a final or conclusive summary of 
the scope and impact of modern war. However, it will serve as a 
valuable frame of reference from which to think about conflict 
and its evolving nature.

Lieutenant-Colonel (ret’d) Michael Goodspeed, CD, a former 
infantry officer, is a novelist, historian, and a regular contributor 
to the Canadian Military Journal. He lives in Eastern Ontario.
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If some one were to ask you your opinion with respect to 
Operation Bertram, would you even know what operation they 
were talking about? I doubt that anyone but a diehard historian or 
a lover of the art of camouflage would know. 

This book is a well written and annotated work dealing with 
the ‘marriage’ of two very unlikely themes – the artistry of the 
theatre, overlaid on the background of war, in particular, the North 

African Campaign of the Second World War, and the events leading 
up to the Second Battle of El Alamein.

The year was 1940, and Major Geoffrey Barkas had cobbled 
together a group of theatre designers, film makers, sculptors, 
model-makers, artists, and set painters who were to become the 
nucleus of the newly formed Camouflage Unit. The Phantom Army 
of Alamein tells, for the first time, the full story of how some of 
Britain’s most creative men put down their brushes, pencils, and 
cameras to join the rest of the world in the fight against the Nazis, 
and how they played a vital role in the winning of the war. The 
mandate of this unit was to support the British 8th Army by using 
a combination of concealment and embellishment, created with 
whatever came to hand, in an area and time when resources were 
very scarce. For example, early in the unit’s infancy, during the 
siege of Tobruk, they made a vital desalination plant appear to 
have been destroyed by German bombers. This was the beginning 



Vol. 14, No. 1, Winter 2013 • Canadian Military Journal 71

Book Reviews

of the utilization of their storytelling skills to intricately weave 
webs of intrigue and deception; to make things appear that were 
not really there, and to make things disappear, all in an attempt to 
deceive the enemy and to give the Allies some 
advantages. Imagine having a film set the size 
of the Western Desert, flat and almost feature-
less, ‘bookended’ by the Mediterranean Sea 
and the Qattara Depression, upon which to 
create your illusions. The unit’s primary 1942 
project became a crucial battlefield weapon 
for General Bernard Montgomery, when he 
ordered them to come up with a scheme to 
cloak and conceal all the preparations under-
way for the Second Battle of Alamein.

Operation Bertram at El Alamein was 
the largest visual deception campaign. It 
was a monumental misdirection in history, 
and it is the core of this tale. So, what did 
these soldier-artist-modellers-camouflagers 
actually do? How did they ‘hoodwink’ the 
German Desert Fox, aka Erwin Rommel? 
The answers constitute the best moments in 
the book. In general, I believe it would be 
fair to say that they used two approaches in 
their work. First, they made key weaponry 
disappear—not by vanishing, but by disguising it as something 
else, as a less threatening, innocuous entity. Tanks were made to 
look like trucks. Field artillery was concealed in other phony forms. 
And food, fuel, and other supplies were covered up and stacked to 
look like harmless transport vehicles. Second, at other times, for 
other purposes, they did exactly the opposite. Making clever use 
of the simplest materials, they constructed trompe l’oeil dummies 
(tanks, artillery, support vehicles) to create an illusory build-up, 
to ‘reveal’ things that were never there – optical illusions. As a 
result, they made the enemy think that Allied forces were being 
amassed at times and places that differed critically from the real 
situation. The Second Battle of El Alamein, in which these methods 
were employed, was the war’s first substantial land victory for the 
Allies. In part, Rommel had been hoodwinked by an army made 
of nothing but string, straw, and bits of wood. 

The epic nature of the deception tactics utilized in Operation 
Bertram, and its role in the Battle of El Alamein, is beautifully told 
by Rick Stroud. The British, some like to tell you, are not inventive 

and ‘don’t do stuff.’ This beautifully told story outstrips the standard 
of many Second World War books I have perused recently, and it 
constitutes the right blend of unusual subject and solid research, 

mixed with plain good old fashioned intel-
ligent writing. Stroud describes the colour 
and the chaos of war in the desert as our 
heroes wander in and out of the war zone 
in a succession of battered vehicles. They 
build amazing things out bits of junk, just 
like in an episode of MacGyver – these guys 
were geniuses. Their spirit of improvisation 
and artistry was immense, and the stakes 
were enormously high. Having to do all this 
while battle raged and armies swung to and 
fro across the desert must have constituted 
a nightmare. 

Exulting in El Alamein, the first great 
British victory of the Second World War 
won without the assistance of American 
forces, Winston Churchill told the House 
of Commons on 11 November 1942: “By a 
marvellous system of camouflage, complete 
tactical surprise was achieved in the desert.” 

As I read and reread this book it led me 
back to an oft-quoted Sun Tzu mantra. The great military philoso-
pher, when referring to wartime deception, advised: “When able 
to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must 
seem inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe 
that we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe 
we are near.” I do not know of a better way to describe what these 
Allied tricksters did than the words embodied in this centuries 
old quote, as valid in Sun Tzu’s time as it was during the Second 
World War, and as it is today in the 21st Century…

Lieutenant-Colonel Deborah Miller, OMM, CD, is currently 
the Senior Staff Officer Strategic Planning at the Canadian Defence 
Academy in Kingston. She holds a Master of Arts in History, and 
a Master of Defence Studies from the Canadian Forces College.
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This is a remarkable book. It is the final installment of William 
Manchester’s amazing three-volume biography of Sir Winston 
Churchill. Manchester completed his research and began writing 
in 1988, and in the next 10 years, he completed approximately  
100 pages. In declining health, he passed the torch to award winning 
journalist Paul Reid to complete the volume in 2003. William 
Manchester died the following year. Nonetheless, Paul Reid 
ably finished the task to the same high standard as Manchester’s  
previous volumes.

Although a biography, it expertly captures the essence of 
the time period, namely, the Second World War and the start of 
the Cold War. In many ways, it is a window into the strategic 


