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create fused intelligence on high value targets and pass that to direct action forces 
from Task Force 11, TF Dagger, or TF K-Bar. TF Bowie did not have an active 
operational role as portrayed by the authors. Nor was Task Force K-Bar headquar-
tered out of country. They were in Kandahar. Again, aspects of TF K-Bar were 
confused with TF 11. TF 11 had its own headquarters and chain of command, 
being a national asset, but coordinated closely with Dagger and K-Bar. While there 
was an issue at times with a confused chain of command between Joint Task Force 
Mountain and TF 11, especially during the confused fight on Takur Ghar, it was 
generally not as bad as the authors portray. In short, their near total confusion about 
which special operations headquarters did what severely undercuts their arguments 
about there being a catastrophic unity of command issue.

In conclusion, I can generally recommend this book with some qualifications. 
A lot of new information and personal testimony brings numerous aspects of this 
first major battle in the Global War on Terrorism to light. However, other books, 
notably Sean Naylor’s, need to be kept at hand to straighten out the authors’ con-
fusion on special operations. Overall, however, this book is a useful collection of 
personal accounts and provides excellent sources for future scholars of the early 
days of our operations in Afghanistan. 

Richard W. Stewart            U.S. Army Center of Military History
                  Fort McNair, D.C.
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If analysis of counter-insurgency (COIN) war-fighting competency rested 
solely on quantity of experience then the British military would be untouchable. 
Unfortunately for Her Majesty’s Armed Forces, when the quality of performance 
in such conflicts is factored into the equation then the picture becomes far murkier. 
It would appear that the vast numbers of deployments to fight the ‘small wars’ of 
decolonisation during the twentieth century engendered within the British military, 
and indeed the circle of scholars analysing their activities, an understanding that 
counter-insurgency warfare was something that came naturally to them. Frank 
Ledwidge’s important new book serves as a particularly sharp pin designed to prick 
such cosy assumptions of COIN proficiency.

Losing Small Wars is a hybrid book, resting in part on the personal experiences 
of the author (a former army officer turned academic) in order to provide a thor-
ough analytical deconstruction of British operational performance and strategic 
planning in Iraq and Afghanistan. Yet Ledwidge offers more than just a narrative 
account of British deployments in Basra and Helmand. Indeed some of the most 
incisive elements of the book are his efforts to scratch beneath the surface of these 
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recent ‘failures’ (and he is unafraid to use that descriptor) and offer  substantial 
critique of the underlying causes of such fiascos. 

The book provides historically well-informed analysis of the deep-rooted struc-
tural problems within the British military that affect the ability to wage contemporary 
COIN wars, namely culture, education and doctrine. The result is not just a perceptive 
analysis of where things ‘went wrong’ for the British in the two-front ‘war on terror’, 
but a coruscating critique of the entrenched modes of thinking and organisation that 
hinder British military innovation and adaptation. When assessing the British per-
formance in southern Iraq, Ledwidge paints a picture of an army mired in defeatist 
attitudes from the start of the insurgency, muddling their way through the campaign 
to control Basra. The situation in Afghanistan, however, is arguably more dire. Largely 
unaware that their participation in the October 2001 invasion of the country would 
mark the fourth time in 170 years that an expeditionary British force would be sent 
to fight in Afghanistan, the British squandered early gains by deploying battle groups 
made up of inappropriate regiments with maladroit and counter-productive percep-
tions of how to fight ‘wars amongst the people’.

In both Iraq and Afghanistan, Ledwidge concludes, the British were “devoid of 
doctrine, without awareness of their environment, lacking adequate forces, and minus 
a coherent strategy to pursue” (p. 261). The senior British military leadership are the 
focus of Ledwidge’s ire, with the inadequacies of British generalship the cornerstone of 
his criticism, going as far as to accuse them of a “dereliction of duty” (p. 11). Ledwidge 
rightly observes that the British army is too top-heavy (containing, by proportion, eight 
times as many generals as the US Marine Corps alone), with the bloated higher ranks 
developing immunity towards responsibility for strategic failure and becoming overtly 
subservient to the will of politicians. The standard six-month tours of duty served by 
British military personnel, in the authors’ view, ensure only temporary solutions, prevent 
institutional memory from being built up within Areas of Responsibility (AORs) and 
provide a disincentive for lesson-learning. When combined with inadequate equip-
ment, insufficient educational mechanisms in place for intellectual creativity, and naïve, 
perhaps almost smug assumptions regarding inherent British aptitude for wars against 
asymmetric opponents (resting on rose-tinted perceptions of the importance of experi-
ence in Malaya and Northern Ireland), then the result was defeat.

Losing Small Wars is an important book in the process of debunking the COIN 
legacies the modern British army has inherited from its colonial-era predecessors. 
Free from academic and military jargon, it represents a landmark contribution to the 
critical turn that scholarship on British COIN has taken recently. It will make very 
uncomfortable – and thus essential – reading for the generals in the British army that 
Ledwidge accuses of being over-inflated yet under-performing. It is a crucial book to 
help further both the academic reappraisal of British competency at COIN as well 
as the military practitioner’s process of self-reflection. We are left in no doubt by the 
end of this book that the British are no longer the Kings of COIN.

Andrew Mumford      University of Nottingham
             Nottingham, United Kingdom


