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"l do hope we are not getting too strong in Malaya because if so the Japanese
may never attempt a landing."” Comment of a British officer upon surveying the defenses of
Singapore, November, 1941.

"There must be no thought of sparing the troops or population; commanders and
senior officers should die with their troops. The honour of the British Empire and the
British Army is at stake." Comment by Winston Churchill prior to the fall of the Gibraltar of
the East, February, 1942.

The speakers for the May 14 meeting will be our own Bill Sefton and General James
Hoerner. The topic has yet to be decided, but considering their vast experiences | am certain
that would be receptive to answering any questions put forth by the Company. Both gentlemen
were involved in the Normandy Landings and served up to the VE Day and beyond.

MEETINGS take place the second Monday of every month at the Radisson Hotel Grand Rapids
Riverfront 270 Ann St NW, Grand Rapids, MI 49504 (616) 363-9001. Socializing begins at 6:00
(1800), dinner at 7:00 (1900), business meeting 7:15 (1915), and program at 8:00 (2000).

GENERAL STAFF Company Notes

OFFICERS OF THE COMPANY .
Commandant - Jason Porter 4 The Company now has 42 p:fud me.mbe.rs.
Executive Officer - James Henningsen 4 Perhaps there will shortly arise a situation where
Adjutant - Richard O’'Beshaw . : :
Judge Advocate - Boyd Conrad ml}lqple members of the same fa_lmll'y may desire
Mess Officer - Mike Krushinsky to join the Company. The question is should all be
Sgt-at-Arms - Richard Foster subject to full dues? Opinions are welcomed.
Editor - Kingman Davis . .
Editor Emeritus - Jose Amoros 4 Any member may submit an Email address to
Open Mess Chairman - Jay Stone =~ the Editor of a prospective candidate to receive the
Membership Committee - Kingman Davis . . ..
Archivist - Richard O’'Beshaw Cannon Report. There is no cost involved and it is

o) thebSitei ol a very cost-effective recruiting tool.

> WWW'Fai(;?)%gok?repo o1 4 Of late there seems to be a paucity of display
Michigan Company of Military Historians and | items. Anything of military significance is always
Collectors welcomed

*The editorial opinions and articles in The Cannon Report do not represent any official position of the Michigan
Company of Military Historians and Collectors (MCMH&C) only the opinions of the editor. The MCMH&C is a
non-partisan, non-ideological association. All members are welcome to submit material, letters, “for the good of the
company items”, etc.
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Closing the Pigeon Gap

At midnight on November 12, 1870, two French balloons, inflated with highly
flammable coal gas and manned by desperate volunteers, took off from a site in
Monmartre, the highest point in Paris. The balloons rose from a city besieged—the
Franco-Prussian War had left Paris isolated, and the city had been hastily encircled by the
Prussian Army—and they did so on an unlikely mission. They carried with them several
dozen pigeons, gathered from lofts across the city, that were part of a last-ditch attempt to
establish two-way communication between the capital and the French provisional
government in Tours, 130 miles southwest.

Paris had been encircled since mid-September. By early autumn, with the
prospects of relief as distant as ever, and the population looking hungrily at the animals in
the zoo, the besieged French had scoured the city and located seven balloons, one of
which, the Neptune, was patched up sufficiently to make it out of the city over the heads
of the astounded Prussians. It landed safely behind French lines with 275 pounds of
official messages and mail, and before long there were other flights, and the capital’s
balloon manufacturers were working flat out on new airships.The work was dangerous
and the flights no less so—2.5 million letters made it out of Paris during the siege,
incalculably raising morale, but six balloons were lost to enemy fire and the ones that
survived that gauntlet, historian Alastair Horne observes, “were capable of unpredictable
motion in all three dimensions, none of which was controllable.” The work was
dangerous and the flights no less so—2.5 million letters made it out of Paris during the
siege, incalculably raising morale, but six balloons were lost to enemy fire and the ones
that survived that gauntlet, historian Alastair Horne observes, “were capable of
unpredictable motion in all three dimensions, none of which was controllable.” of
the two balloons in the pigeon flight, one, the Daugerre, was shot down by ground fire as
it drifted south of Paris in the dawn, but the other, the Niepce, survived by hastily
jettisoning ballast and soaring out of range. Its precious pigeon cargo would return to the
city bearing messages by the thousand, all photographed using the brand-new technique
of microfilming and printed on slivers of collodium, each weighing just a hundredth of an
ounce. These letters were limited to a maximum of 20 words and they were carried into
Paris at a cost of 5 francs each. In this way, Horne notes, a single pigeon could fly in
40,000 dispatches, equivalent to the contents of a substantial book. The messages were
then projected by magic lantern onto a wall, transcribed by clerks, and delivered by
regular post.

A total of 302 largely untrained pigeons left Paris in the course of the siege, and 57
returned to the city. The remainder fell prey to Prussian rifles, cold, hunger, or the falcons
that the besieging Germans hastily introduced to intercept France’s feathered messengers.
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Still, the general principle that carrier pigeons could make communication possible in the
direst of situations was firmly established in 1870, and by 1899, Spain, Russia, Italy,
France, Germany, Austria and Romania had established their own pigeon services. The
British viewed these developments with some alarm. A call to arms published in the
influential journal The Nineteenth Century expressed concern at the development of a
worrying divergence in
military capability. The
Empire, it was
suggested, was being
rapidly outpaced by
foreign military
technology.

In this sense, if in
no other, the “pigeon
gap” of 1900 resembles
the alleged “missile gap”

that so frightened

Americans at the height
of the Cold War. Taking

worried note of the
activities of “Lieutenant
Gigot, the eminent
Belgian authority on
homers,” who had
devoted “no less than 41 R A

pages to the military The "pigeon gap" ' illustrated: a map fhomng the ominous deve opment
of continental carrier pigeon networks

uses of pigeons”—and of
the activities of the noble Spanish captain of engineers, Don Lorenzo de la Tegera y
Magnin, who had devoted his career to the military lofts south of the Pyrenees—the
journal lamented that Britain had no equivalent of the coast-to-coast networks developed
by her rivals and worried: “How long must we wait until our pigeon system rivals those
of the Continental Powers?”

People have known for thousands of years that some species of pigeons have an uncanny
ability to find their way home to their roosts from almost any distance, though exactly
how the birds manage their feats remains a subject of dispute. Scientists believe that
pigeons combine what is termed “compass sense” with “map sense” to perform these
feats. Observation suggests that “compass sense” allows the birds to orientate themselves
by the sun—pigeons do not navigate well by night or in thick fog—but “map sense”
remains very poorly understood. What can be said is that individual birds have been
known to home across distances of more than a thousand miles. Seen from this
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perspective, The Nineteenth Century had some reason to be concerned. “No animal,”
contends Andrew Blechman, has developed as unique and continuous a relationship with
humans as the common pigeon.... The fanatical hatred of pigeons is actually a relatively
new phenomenone.... Consider this: They 've been worshipped as fertility goddesses,
representations of the Christian Holy Ghost and symbols of peace; they 've been
domesticated since the dawn of man and utilized by every major historical superpower
from ancient Egypt to the United States of America. It was a pigeon that delivered the
results of the first Olympics in 776 BC and a pigeon that brought news of Napoleon's
defeat at Waterloo. From a military point of view, pigeons still had much to recommend
them as late as the First World War. They ate little and were easy to transport. More
important, they could travel at speeds well in excess 60 m.p.h.—an impressive
achievement when the alternative method of communication was sometimes a man on
horseback—and unlike the messenger dogs tried by the Germans at the height of the
1914-18 conflict, they could be relied on not to be distracted by the tempting smells of
rats and rotting corpses. Captured homing pigeons betrayed nothing of their point of
origin or their destination, and those that made it through completed their journeys
tirelessly and as rapidly as possible.

Experience of war in the trenches confirmed that the birds would keep trying to
home despite life-threatening injuries. The most celebrated of all military pigeons was an
American Black Check by the name of Cher Ami, which successfully completed 12
missions. Cher Ami’s last flight came on October 4, 1918, when 500 men, forming a
battalion of the 77th Infantry and commanded by Major Charles S. Whittlesey,
found themselves cut off deep in the Argonne and under bombardment
form their own artillery. Two other pigeons were shot down or lost to shell
splinters, but Cher Ami successfully brought out a message from the
“Lost Battalion” despite suffering appalling wounds. By the
time the bird made it back to its loft 25 miles away, "\ it was blind in
one eye, wounded in the breast, and the leg to which Whittlesey had

attached his message was dangling from its body by a single
tendon. The barrage was lifted, though, and nearly 200 Survivors
credited Cher Ami with saving their lives. The Americans

even fitted it
awarded the

carefully nursed the bird back to health and
with a miniature wooden leg before it was
French Croix de Guerre with oak leaf cluster and
repatriated. So great was Cher Ami’s fame e : and
propaganda value that it was seen off by General John
Pershing, the American commander-in-chief; when it died a year later, it was stuffed,
mounted and donated to the American Museum of Natural History, where it remains on

display.
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Credit for the development of a British service that rivaled the best that the
continent could offer belongs to the neglected figure of Lieutenant-Colonel Alfred
Osman, proprietor of a weekly newspaper called The Racing Pigeon. The Pigeon
promoted competitive racing between highly trained homers and contributed to the
development of a flourishing market for betting on individual birds. Volunteering in the
autumn of 1914 to establish a Voluntary Pigeon War Committee (VPWC), Osman, a
proud Londoner, was fully convinced that expert handling and British pluck could
produce a vastly better bird than German fanciers possessed. Throughout the war, he
insisted, “German birds were distinctly inferior to their British counterparts.”

Yet closing the pigeon gap proved to be no simple matter. The little attention
devoted to the birds in the first months of the war was largely destructive. Convinced,
wrongly, that their country was seething with German spies, the British became
concerned over the possibility that information about troop movements might be carried
back to the Continent by avian agents of the Imperial German pigeon service, and
hundreds of pigeons were killed or had their wings clipped as a result. One “Danish”
pigeon fancier with a loft in the center of London was unmasked early on as a German
and swiftly disappeared into an English jail.

Osman—who insisted on serving throughout the war without pay—used his high-
level contacts in the fancying world to persuade leading breeders to donate birds to the
British cause. By the end of 1914 he and a small team of helpers had begun not only to
systematically
train the birds
for operational
service, but
also to
establish a
network of
lofts for them
to fly from. At
first, Osman’s
efforts were
restricted to
the home
front; by the
beginning of
1915 he had
set up a chain
of lofts along SR e e

the east coast A British army bus-mounted mobile pigeon loft on active service during the
and was First World War-.
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supplying birds to the trawlers and seaplanes that patrolled the North Sea. It was vital work,
particularly in the first months of the war; the greatest threat that Britain faced was a German
naval breakout, either to cover an invasion or to menace merchant shipping, and until
wireless telegraphy became commonplace, pigeons were the only way of swiftly getting
messages of enemy naval movements home.

Osman trained his birds to cover distances of 70 to 150 miles as rapidly as possible,
and though it was a struggle at first to convince the sailors who were issued with pigeons that
they could be lifesavers (one bird found in Osman’s loft bore a trawler captain’s message
“All well; having beef pudding for dinner”), early shipping losses quickly drove the message
home. On land, meanwhile, the horrors of trench warfare were making the same point. It
was soon found that telegraph wires running from the front back to headquarters were easily
cut by artillery bombardment and difficult to restore; signalers burdened with large coils of
wire made excellent targets for snipers. Nor, in the years before the development of two-way
radios, was it easy for units to remain in touch on the rare occasions that they went “over the
top” in a full-scale frontal assault. In desperate circumstances, pigeons were greatly valued
as a last-ditch option for sending vital messages. Allied birds performed great feats in the
course of the First World War. Dozens of British airmen fighting the war at sea owed their
lives to the pigeons they carried in their seaplanes, which repeatedly returned to their lofts
with SOS messages from pilots who had ditched in the North Sea. On land, meanwhile,
Christopher Sterling notes, pigeons turned out to be conveniently immune to tear gas, then so
common in trench warfare. An Italian program used 50,000 pigeons, reporting that one
pigeon message had helped to save 1,800 Italians and led to the capture of 3,500 Austrians.

For the most part, the work of pigeons was routine. Osman built up an impressively
mobile signal service by mounting pigeon lofts on top of converted buses; these could be
moved from place to place a mile or two behind the lines and held in reserve for times when
normal communications became impossible. But birds were also carried into battle, and
their use in action was often fraught, particularly during the grim Passchendaele offensive,
waged in the face of appalling weather in the autumn of 1917. After several weeks of rain, it
was not uncommon for soldiers weighed down by heavy packs to slip into waterlogged shell-
holes and drown, and for assaults to grind to a halt in the clinging mud. It was in these awful
conditions, recalled Lieutenant Alan Goring, that he and his men found themselves cut off
close to the German lines and dependent on their pigeons to get a message calling for an
artillery bombardment back to their headquarters. “We had a very busy time,” wrote Goring,
“for naturally there were snipers all around us and bullets zinging all over the place. I was
left with just a handful of men, all that was left out of those three platoons.... We had two
pigeons in a basket, but the trouble was that the wretched birds had got soaked when the
platoon floundered into the flooded ground. We tried to dry one of them off as best we could,
and I wrote a message, attached it to its leg, and sent it off. To our absolute horror, the bird
was so wet that it just flapped into the air and then came straight down again, and started
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actually walking towards the German line. Well, if that message had got into the
Germans’ hands, they would have known that we were on our own and we’d have been in
real trouble. So we had to try to shoot the pigeon before he got there. A revolver was no
good. We had to use rifles, and there we were, all of us, rifles trained over the edge of this
muddy breastwork trying to shoot this bird scrambling about in the mud. It hardly
presented a target at all.”

Other birds, on other days, did better; figures compiled by the British pigeon
service showed that messages sent during the Battle of the Somme got through in an
average of not much more than 25 minutes, vastly faster than would have been possible
by runner. Osman’s highly trained birds also comfortably outperformed the pigeons of the
Franco-Prussian War; 98 percent of messages were delivered safely despite the dangers of
shellfire and the massed efforts of German infantrymen to bring the birds down with rifle
and machine-gun fire. By the end of the war, the carrier pigeon service was also
supplying birds to that newfangled British invention, the tank—where the pigeons,
Osman confessed, “often became stupefied, no doubt due to the fumes of oil”—and they
were also used increasingly in intelligence work. Here the VPWC’s efforts culminated in
a scheme that involved “brave Belgian volunteers” parachuting into enemy-held territory
strapped to a large basket full of homing pigeons, which they were to use to send
information about enemy troop movements back to one of Osman’s lofts. The scheme
worked, the Colonel wrote, “except that at the outset great difficulty was experienced in
getting the man to jump from the plane when the time came.” Such reluctance was
understandable at a time when parachutes were still in the early stages of development,
but the ingenious if stern-hearted Osman solved the problem in collaboration with the
designers of the two-seater observation planes that had been adapted to carry out the
missions: “A special aeroplane was designed in order that when the position was reached
the seat upon which the man sat gave way automatically when the pilot let go a lever,” he
wrote, sending the hapless Belgian spy plummeting earthward with no option but to open
his ‘chute.

This sort of versatility ensured that the British pigeon corps remained fully
employed until the end of the war despite advances in technology that made radio,
telegraphy and telephone communications much more certain. By the end of the war the
VPWC employed 350 handlers and Osman and his men had trained and distributed an
astonishing 100,000 birds. Nor were their allies found wanting; in November 1918 the
equivalent American service, put together in only a fraction of the time, consisted of nine
officers, 324 men, 6,000 pigeons and 50 mobile lofts. The pigeon gap had been well and
truly closed. Compiled from the Smithsonian.com.

Ed. Note: If we become too much of a slave to technology, we can also become its
victim. Old skills and techniques will be forgotten and lost, our advances can make us so
dependent that there will no longer be fall-back skills available to counter any disruption
of present capabilities. The basics, Morse Code, compass reading, celestial navigation,
and other primitive capabilities should be maintained and practiced even if only by a
select few. The most mundane hobbies can }szve tactical utility. Squab can also be a
delicious food source.
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George Washington Named Britain's

Greatest Ever Foe

The American was voted the winner in a contest run by the National Army
Museum to identify the country's most outstanding military opponent.

He was one of a shortlist of five leaders who topped a public poll and on Saturday was
selected as the ultimate winner by an audience of around 70 guests at a special event at
the museum, in Chelsea, west London. In second place was Michael Collins, the Irish
leader, ahead of Napoleon Bonaparte, Erwin Rommel and Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk.

At the event, each contender had their case made by a historian giving a 40 minute
presentation. The audience, who had paid to attend the day, then voted in a secret ballot
after all five presentations had been made.

Dr Stephen Brumwell, who had championed Washington, said: "As British officers
conceded, he was a worthy opponent."The shortlist of five were selected from an initial
list of 20 candidates, drawn up by the museum's curators. To qualify, each commander
had to come from the 17th century onwards — the period covered by the museum's
collection — and had to have led an army in the field against the British, thus excluding
political enemies, like Adolf Hitler. The contest was designed to not only identify



Britain's most outstanding opponent, but also to draw attention to some lesser-known
adversaries. Most of the 20 fought in various colonial wars, such as Ntshingwayo
kaMahole, the Zulu leader and victor of Isandlwana, one of the British army's greatest
military defeats, and Tipu Sultan, known as the "Tiger of Mysore", who resisted British
expansion in India. Alongside Rommel, the only Second World War leader was
Tomoyuki Yamashita, the Japanese commander who oversaw the fall of Singapore. The
one woman on the list was Rani of Jhansi, who fought British forces in nineteenth
century India.

The online poll was launched in the middle of February, and around St Patrick's
Day — March 17 — there was a surge in support for Michael Collins, although several
people pointed out on the museum's website that, technically, the guerrilla leader never
led an army on a battlefield. He took a strong lead, but the contest was later featured in
the Turkish media, leading to wave of support for Atatiirk, who ended up winning with
more than 3,000 votes — 40 per cent of those cast. The museum selected the format — of
an online poll followed by a closed vote — to filter out tactical voting, reducing the risk
that a candidate could win thanks to orchestrated "block" voting — along national lines —
rather than on the specific criteria of their performance in battle against the British. The
eventual winner, George Washington, came fourth in the online poll, with less than two
per cent of the vote. The top five were:

George Washington (1732-99) — 45 per cent of the vote in the final round

Guided the American rebels to victory over the British in the War of Independence. Often
outmaneuvered by British generals with larger armies, his leadership enabled him to hold
together an army of secessionists from 13 different states and keep it in the field — and
ultimately prevail — during the protracted struggle. Stephen Brumwell, author and
specialist on eighteenth century North America, said: "Washington scores highly as an
enemy of Britain on three key grounds: the immense scale of damage he inflicts upon
Britain's Army and Empire — the most jarring defeat that either endured; his ability to not
only provide inspirational battlefield leadership but to work with civilians who were
crucial to sustain the war-effort; and the kind of man he was. As British officers
conceded, he was a worthy opponent."

Michael Collins (1890-1922) — 21 per cent

Helped transform the Irish Republican Army into a powerful force which fought the
British to a standstill in the Irish War of Independence, securing the separation of most of
the island of Ireland from the rest of the United Kingdom. Under him, the force waged a
guerrilla campaign, mounting attacks and ambushes on barracks, police stations and
convoys before quickly withdrawing. His tactics made much of Ireland ungovernable —
with an army that never exceeded 3,000 active volunteers at any given time. Gabriel
Doherty, lecturer at University College Cork, said: "He was much more than just a great
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military leader. He had many different hats and his political and administrative skills tend
to be a lot more overlooked."

Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821) — 18 per cent

Emerged from the turmoil and terror of revolution to become France's greatest military
commander, conquering much of Europe. His greatest victories were against other
countries, but his final campaign, culminating in the Battle of Waterloo, tested the Duke
of Wellington to the limit. Alan Forrest, professor of modern history at the University of
York, said: "Napoleon was, of course, a supremely gifted general and military tactician,
and he also had an unerring gift for propaganda and self-promotion. He recognized in
Britain his most implacable opponent, and concentrated all his resources — political and
economic as well as military in his attempt to defeat him."

Erwin Rommel (1891-1944) — 10 per cent

A decorated veteran of the First World War, he led the German "Blitzkrieg" of France in
the Second World War before making his name battling British forces in North Africa,
where he earned the nickname "Desert Fox". His skill at handling armored formations
enabled his "Afrikakorps" to consistently outmatch his opponents, often against heavy
odds. Dale Clarke, a reservist officer in the Royal Artillery, author and technical adviser
on historical films and television shows, said: "A myth may have grown up around
Rommel but there is an underlying truth that he was a superb leader who knew that in
war you have to instantly grasp the initiative and keep your men moving forward. He is
still the ultimate enemy, because of his sheer tenacity and skill."

Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk (1881-1938) — 6 per cent

Fought a tenacious defensive campaign at Gallipoli in 1915 which forced the Allied
invasion force to withdraw. Displayed great leadership and tactical acumen, reacting
immediately to the landing at Anzac Cove to launch successful counter-attacks,
preventing his opponents from securing high ground. Matthew Hughes, from Brunel
University, said: "Atatlirk resisted the British-led amphibious landings and was the man
at the front who stopped the enemy troops taking the peninsula, advancing on Istanbul
and knocking Turkey out of the war."

Ed. note: Unlike the American or French officer corp which draws from their
respective populations through competitive examination and subjects the successful
applicants to a rigorous multiyear program of instruction prior to commissioning, the
class conscious English either purchased or were awarded a commission by the reigning
monarch for reasons seldom reflecting qualities required for combat leadership. As a
result of such a selection process I believe that the greatest foe the British Army faced,
historically, were their own officers and what passed for their General Staff.

Characterized by extreme hubris and utter incompetence the British Army's
seemingly unlimited successes can be attributed either to a weaker foe armed with
weapons that were generationally older than what British forces employed or the leaders
of the opposing army had prior training or association with the British military hierarchy
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at Sandhurst and had been inculcated with their combat philosophy. Note that Sandhurst
is the poor English equivalent to West Point or Saint-Cyr. It is more of a post-graduate
institution than a training facility for officer candidates, although it may train officer
candidates its longest course of study is only 44 weeks in duration.

When the British Army faced a foe almost equal in numbers and materiel the
British soldier was more likely to be a victim of poor command decisions than enemy
action, and pity the poor Territorial Troops (the Aussies, New Zealanders, Indians,
Canadiens and others to name just a few of the hapless defenders of British
commercialism) who were mere cannon fodder for the inadequacies of command. In the
20th century alone Gallipoli, Crete, and Singapore are but a few instances not even
mentioning the early years in France during both World Wars. The toll on the Irish was
so great in the First World War that conscription in WWII did not apply to the inhabitants
of Northern Ireland for fear of a great public outcry.

Of late there as been much talk of the choice of greatest foe. One historian
nominated former PM Edward Heath with the following quote: “As Cicero wrote.: ‘A
nation can survive its fools, and even the ambitious. But it cannot survive treason from
within.”” This can probably be applied to any member of the English aristocracy, which
fed the officer corp. They were so disconnected from the rank and file that I am at a loss
in wondering why they never revolted like the Sepoys in 1857. Thanks to member Jose
Amoros for providing this information culled from www.telegraph.co.uk/history/
9204961.
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