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Bradfield College Remembrance Sunday 11 November 2018 

 

It is a great privilege to be at Bradfield today, 57 years after I left, and 

wonderful to see so many of you here.  I want particularly to speak to the 

younger generation here, but as young adults, not as schoolboys and girls 

and sombrely, not emotively. 

Today is the Centenary of one of the most important events of the last 

century.  Exactly 100 years ago to the hour, guns fell silent as a result of 

the Armistice which ended the dreadful slaughter of the Great War; 1,1 

million British, 1.6 million French and 2.5 million Germans died, mostly 

young men.  There are over 13,000 villages in England.  To only 53 of them 

did everyone who left for the war return alive.  

The peace terms imposed upon on Germany in that Armistice and the 

subsequent Treaty of Versailles, undoubtedly helped to bring about the 

Second World War and has strongly influenced what has happened since. 

It was in some respects, perhaps understandably, vengeful.  It sought 

retribution more than reconciliation.  On its centenary, it has important 

lessons for us which we need to understand and reflect on.  

Wars are not started by the soldiers who die in them.  They are the result 

of political and diplomatic failure, neglect, miscalculation, bragadoccio or 

poor statecraft and leadership. Some of you may aspire to be political 

leaders so you must understand this particularly if, as you may, you ever 

have to take the awful decision to commit your fellow citizens to fight and 

die.  Sadly, humanity’s nature and behaviour are deep-rooted and have 

changed very little in the 6000 or so years of recorded history, and so war 

remains with us.  

I share your natural aversion to this fact.  I am a serviceman who is lucky 

enough still to be here to enjoy all the good things of life, although some of 
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my friends and contemporaries are not, in part because of these failures of 

diplomacy and statecraft.   

Whenever I am in Northern France I visit the war graves of the two World 

Wars, as some of you have just done.  They are something we can justly 

be proud of, commemorating very respectfully 1.7 million British and 

Commonwealth dead in 153 countries, beautifully kept, peaceful, very 

moving places, thanks to the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. Of 

course, the British cemeteries, hundreds of them, are not the only ones.  It 

is to the eternal credit of France and Belgium that they gave, as a free and 

perpetual gift, pieces of ground as war cemeteries, often where the dead 

actually fell, to all the warring nations, including their then enemies.  A 

perpetual reminder to following generations. A perpetual reminder to us.  

There are indeed some corners of a foreign field that are forever England, 

as Rupert Brooke prophesied. 

I was recently in Sicily, close to the ancient hilltop town of Agira, in another 

of these cemeteries. This one shelters the remains of 500 Canadians, many 

of them as young as 17.  Just reflect on that; the same age as many of you, 

younger than some.  These took part in the invasion of Sicily 75 years ago, 

a few days before I was born, in pursuit of the defeat of Naziism.  They were 

mainly there voluntarily, combating a great and threatening evil.  If they had 

been put in this position by the leaders of the nations, that was not their 

fault, nor does it in the least diminish the enormity, selflessness and 

generosity of their personal sacrifice, or the respect in which we should hold 

them and their example which, and I’m not being fanciful, you may need to 

emulate one day. 

The question these cemeteries raise is not just “Do we remember them?”  

This great congregation is proof that we do.  Rather it is “How do we best 

honour the sacrifice of thousands of people in the last century or so, in a 
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world which remains, as for millennia, torn by evil, argument and conflict?”  

In that same Sicily, in Syracuse,  70 miles from Agira, in 415-413BC, around 

30,000 Athenians and their allies died in another war.  

So, no, conflict is not new, nor is it disappearing. Well over 7,000 British 

servicemen have died in action since 1945, some of them Old 

Bradfieldians.  And as I speak to you today, some 30 armed conflicts are 

underway globally, some of them a direct threat to us.  This in what we like 

to call peacetime. 

Let me tell you something else.   

In WW1, because of the loss of so many soldiers, tens of thousands of 

civilian workers were recruited to a Labour Force, to provide battlefield 

labour and logistic workforces. They came from many places - UK, China, 

India, South Africa, Egypt, the Caribbean, the Antipodes, Canada. They 

carried forward food, ammunition and stores, dug trenches, built and 

maintained roads and railways, cleared live ordnance, tended the wounded 

and exhumed bodies for re-burial in those cemeteries.  95,000 of them came 

from Mainland China, of whom at least 20,000 died, many miles from their 

own homes.  600 native South Africans died when the ship carrying them 

north was sunk in a collision off the Isle of Wight.  Most of these people have 

no memorial.  Even their medals bore their numbers, not their names.  

Happily, this shameful failure is now being rectified. 

 

In WW2 as well, tens of thousands of men and women, military and civilians, 

once again came to our aid in the most dangerous moment in our history to 

date.  My own mother drove ambulances during the blitz.  People came to 

fight from the USA, before they entered the war, from Poland, Denmark, 

Norway and elsewhere.  Many came because they felt the need to do 

something about the evil they saw.    
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And in both World Wars nearly 50,000 civilian merchant seamen died, 

bringing vital food and supplies to this country, a casualty rate 

proportionately higher than in any of the armed services.  Most of these 

sailors have no grave but the sea; nothing tangible for their families and 

descendants, although they at least have memorials.  Less so the merchant 

seaman of other nations who also died bringing us food and raw materials.   

 

What can we learn from all this? 

 

I haven’t given you these numbers just to shock you, shocking though they 

are.  Of course, it is right that we should honour the memory of our soldiers, 

sailors and airmen. We would have lost our freedom and way of life without 

their courage and sacrifice.  But we must also all recognise our great debt 

to so many other people in our own country, and elsewhere, for our survival, 

and for our free, comfortable, relatively safe and prosperous lives today.  

 

No natural law guarantees us these things, denied to many people across 

the globe.  Historically they are an aberration.  They have to be earned and, 

when necessary, defended. And they must be shared.  Many of those who 

came here from far away were under no obligation other than their personal 

sense of justice, rightness, generosity, and a commitment to decency and 

principle, to die for us, people in a foreign country they did not know.  This 

gives us an inescapable obligation today to assist their descendants when 

necessary. 

 

But are we today clear what we stand for?  Have we the same commitment, 

courage and generosity?  
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Why do I ask?  Because the world remains a dangerous and divided place. 

There are constant threats to us and to people round the world.  And as 

Edmund Burke said “all that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good 

men do nothing.” 

 

Sooner than you think, the world and its future will be yours to shape and 

make.  Every generation has its particular challenges.  Yours will too, as has 

your parent’s generation and as has mine.  I don’t know what your 

challenges will be. They are likely to be as difficult, and dangerous, as in 

previous generations.  But the world is a single community – we cannot 

escape responsibility for what happens or for failing to prevent it.  Nor can 

we ignore our obligation to other people elsewhere.  Inaction is a decision to 

allow evil to succeed; it has moral consequences. 

 

Armed conflict is a very terrible thing.  Tragically that has never prevented 

it.  Sometimes it may even be right to go to war rather than to let evil have 

free rein.  But, as the great military thinker Clausewitz suggested, the 

purpose of war is to achieve, when diplomacy has failed, a better situation 

than existed previously.  This means that the sole moral aim of war is a good, 

just, fair, and durable peace for all.  Without this, nobody wins.  I don’t think 

the 1918 Armistice met these criteria; it certainly failed to keep the peace.  

This is something from which we must learn. War, if it should occur, must be 

the precursor to peace and rebuilding, and never an end in itself.  We have 

far too often forgotten this.  

 

This, then, is the lesson of the Armistice.  Managing it all demands from 

you the ability and the courage to stand up for the good and resist the bad, 

whatever that may take. It demands intellectual honesty, compassion, 

generosity, humility. It even demands a sense of humour.  Most of all it 
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demands the ability to recognise what makes for good long-term relations 

between people and nations.  These are things not, I am afraid always 

apparent in contemporary politics.  On this Centenary, we cannot do better 

than to remember what past generations have done for us, note where they 

failed, and learn from and draw on their experience to make the world a 

better place.  

 

This will be your task when you enter the adult world.  Good luck to you all 

and may God support you. 

 

Sir Jeremy Blackham  
11 November 2018 
 

 
 

   

 
 
 
  


