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decision-making of Britain and the Allied cause. The book helps 
frame decisions, events, and personalities. It never fails to seize 
the reader’s immediate interest. 

The book starts with a personal profile 
of Churchill, which is very detailed and 
provides an unblemished portrayal of the 
man. Through personal anecdotes, relation-
ships, and the observations of others, a very 
accurate picture is developed, which sets 
the context for the remainder of the book. 
The author’s ability to capture Churchill’s 
personality in such a complete and personal 
manner is brilliant, and it helps the reader 
contextualize all else that follows.

The work then follows Churchill from 
his ascendency to the ‘prime ministership,’ 
to his seemingly-personal crusade against 
Hitler, to his twilight years in the post-war 
era. The writing is crisp and fast flowing 
throughout. The outstanding use of language 
and narrative style makes this chronological 
biography read like a story that is so engag-
ing that it is hard to put down. Following 
the progress of the war, starting with the 
invasion of Western Europe, and through 
the perspective of Churchill as British War 
Lord, is simply remarkable. The insights 
with respect to the Fall of France, the Blitz, obtaining American 
support, the troubles with coalition partners, determining strategy, 
balancing political and military imperatives, to name just a few, 
generates a greater understanding of the conflict, its participants, 
and the decisions made. Moreover, the use of personal and official 

correspondence, letters, and diaries, as well as interviews with 
those close to Churchill, are all woven together expertly with 
the end effect that the reader feels they are sharing Churchill’s 
personal confidence.

Not surprisingly, the book focuses  
primarily upon the Second World War.  
In fact, 930 pages of the approximate  
1,053 pages of narrative are devoted to the 
conflict. The remaining pages deal with 
the onset of the Cold War and Churchill’s 
twilight years. This is in no way a criticism 
as the insights into the policy /strategic level 
of war are simply invaluable. 

The book also contains eight excellent 
detailed maps and 32 pages of black-and-
white photos that capture key actors, 
some key events, but, most importantly, 
Churchill’s personality. Additionally, the 
volume contains extensive notes, and a very 
detailed and accurate index. In the end, 
this book should be read by all historians, 
military officers, and anyone with an interest 
in the Second World War, military history, 
or strategic-level military civilian relations 
and decision making. 

Colonel Bernd Horn, OMM, MSM, 
CD, PhD, retired from the CAF Regular Force in 2013. He is 
now the Director of the CANSOFCOM Professional Development 
Centre. He is also an Adjunct Professor of History at the Royal 
Military College of Canada and Norwich University.
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Grit and valour on the military battlefield is a theme that transcends 
national boundaries and time. Rudolph Berthold, a forester’s son, 
was the 6th highest scoring German First World War flying ace 
with 44 accredited victories in aerial combat. 

American author Peter Kilduff has been researching military 
aviation history for more than 50 years. Dedicated to ferreting out 
the facts and in avid denial of suppositions, he edited and wrote 
for the U.S.-based Cross and Cockade Journal for 18 years. He 
became a founding member of the League of World War I Aviation 
Historians in 1986, and was the first managing editor of its highly 
internationally respected quarterly journal, Over the Front. He is 
currently this periodical’s book review editor, as well as an issue 

editor. A prolific writer, he is the author of 15 books dealing with 
aviation history, with a concentration upon the Imperial German 
Air Service, and he has received numerous awards for his outstand-
ing research. Peter is also a recipient of the Order of Merit of the 
Federal Republic of Germany. His credentials and his credibility 
are therefore immaculate. In terms of academic rigour, this book, 
with its extensive endnotes, providing as they do not only source 
credits but extensive additional details, will satisfy even the most 
critical scrutiny.

Back to Rudolph Berthold… Born in 1891, he commenced his 
military career as a foot soldier with the 3rd Brandenberg Infantry 
regiment in 1910, and then learned to fly at his own expense in 
1913, officially qualifying as a pilot that same year. When war 
broke out in August 1914, Berthold transferred to the German Air 
Service and began flying reconnaissance missions, initially as an 
observer, then later as a pilot. Quickly developing a reputation as 
a brave, resourceful, and extremely persevering warrior, he was a 
very early recipient of the Iron Cross in both its 2nd and 1st Classes. 
By September 1915, he had befriended Hans-Joachim Buddecke, 
a charter member of the first wave of German fighter pilot aces, 
which also included Max Immelmann and Oswald Boelcke. When 
Buddecke was transferred to the Turkish front shortly thereafter, 
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Berthold fell heir to a Fokker Eindecker (monoplane) fighter air-
craft, and by late-April 1916, he had already achieved five aerial 
victories and had been seriously wounded in combat for the first of 
several times. In fact, demonstrating his signature virtually-unlimited 
repository of inner strength and willpower, he would ultimately 
survive being wounded, shot down, and 
crashing six times, the most debilitating 
of which was a gunshot wound that shat-
tered his upper right arm in a dogfight that 
occurred on 10 October 1917. This took 
place on the same day he became just the 
10th of an eventual 81 aviation recipients of 
the Order Pour le Mérite (the fabled ‘Blue 
Max’), Imperial Germany’s highest deco-
ration for combat valour, and the German 
equivalent of the Victoria Cross. By this 
time, he had amassed 28 confirmed aerial 
victories. Incapable of admitting defeat, he 
continued to fly operationally, even when 
he had to be carried to and from his air-
craft. He also rejected any surgical help, 
even refusing to have the offending bullet 
removed from his upper arm, believing as 
he did that having surgery would make it 
impossible for him to continue flying. In 
continuous pain from his untreated wounds, 
he persevered relentlessly, setting a shining 
example of fortitude for his contemporaries 
and for the men under his command.

Throughout the summer of 1918, while continuing to fly 
operationally, and while continuing to amass aerial victories, 
Berthold became increasingly reliant upon morphine for pain relief. 
However, such was the depth of his determination and willpower 
that he taught himself to write with his left hand in compensation 
for his shortcomings. However, on 10 August 1918, while flying 

his last wartime sortie, he downed two Royal Air Force DH-4 
bombers (his 43rd and 44th victories), but collided with the last of 
them and subsequently crashed into a house. Due to new injuries, 
he was then hospitalized until the end of the war.

Ever the patriot, post-war, Berthold 
also became an ardent nationalist. As such, 
he joined the anti-communist Freikorps, 
founding the 1200-man strong Fränkische 
Bauern-Detachment Eiserne Schar 
Berthold sub-unit in April 1919. At the 
helm of this formation, he participated in 
several demonstrations and fought against 
opposing communist factions, until he was 
shot to death on 15 March 1920 in Harburg, 
Germany, during a riot between German 
nationalist and communist factions. The 
sobriquet Iron Man in reference to Rudolph 
Berthold is a highly appropriate branding 
for this remarkable warrior, and one of 
his young wartime apostles capsulized his 
personality as follows: “An iron man ~ with 
an absolutely unbendable iron will.” 

In sum, Peter Kilduff has done a  
masterful job of capturing the exploits of 
Iron Man Rudolf Berthold, the man and 
his legacy. Highly recommended reading.

Lieutenant-Colonel (ret’d) David L. Bashow, OMM, CD, a 
former fighter pilot, is currently an Associate Professor at the 
Royal Military College of Canada, and the Editor-in-Chief of the 
Canadian Military Journal. 
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A German Fokker D-VII late-war fighter of the type flown very successfully by Rudolf Berthold.




