
 

 

Nothing but the Truth? 
 
   “History will look kindly upon me, for I intend to write it myself”.          
 

Winston Churchill 
 
Churchill may well have made this statement tongue-in-cheek, but behind the humour we 
should not lose sight of the fact that it was almost certainly a statement of intent. If 
posterity was going to pass judgement on him, then he would try and make sure that as 
few warts as possible were on display. And this is something we should bear in mind when 
reading any autobiography. No matter how strident the claims of objectivity, we all want to 
be loved and are prepared to gild the lily if we can get away with it. 
 
What might be called the “Churchillian intent” can be seen at work in Caesar’s great war 
diary, “De Bello Gallico”, the Gallic Wars. Although of course written by Caesar himself it is 
couched throughout in the third person. The “ego” is avoided and we are told that “Caesar 
did this and Caesar said that...” giving the impression that facts are being passed on to the 
reader by some independent and disinterested observer, watching from the sidelines. No 
doubt Caesar wanted to convey this impression to all those back in Rome, hoping thereby 
to enhance his political reputation and prospects. In fact the Gallic Wars is a clever, even 
cunning, exercise in self-promotion, designed to show Caesar in the best possible light.  
 
If we examine closely the chapters in De Bello Gallico dealing with his first invasion of 
Britain in 55BC we can see how Caesar skilfully turns what was almost a complete 
disaster into a triumph, of which he is the major architect. 
 
Caesar seems to have left (probably) Boulogne in something of a hurry. It was August 
23rd and therefore the end of the summer campaign season was fast approaching.  Using 
about 100 ships he set sail with two legions of troops, but without his cavalry, which he 
ordered to follow on as soon as possible. The fact that the legions also came without 
baggage or heavy siege gear was a tactical mistake for which only Caesar was 
responsible. Perhaps his military successes in Gaul had made him complacent and 
overconfident. He also failed to take into consideration, perhaps through ignorance or lack 
of forward planning, the fact that the English Channel presented to Roman sailors, used 
only to the mainly placid and tide-free Mediterranean, a much more demanding challenge 
with its tidal ebb and flow. The powerful currents which flow through the straights of Dover 
also caught them very much by surprise. Many of the boats used, especially the triremes, 
were totally unsuitable for the English Channel. There was further confusion and delay as 
Caesar tried to find a landing place.  All the while he was being watched from the shore by 
a large and hostile host of Brits, ready to repulse the Romans when they stepped ashore. 
 
A landing beach was eventually decided upon, (perhaps near Walmer), but the water was 
so deep even close inshore that the ships carrying the troops could not be beached and 
the soldiers were persuaded, very reluctantly, to jump overboard into the deep water and 
march ashore, all the while under attack. Meanwhile the vital cavalry failed to arrive, 
delayed by a storm. This same storm wrecked some of Caesar’s fleet, so that the question 
of how they might return to France also had to be faced. All in all, a right shambles, for 
which Caesar must bear a lot of the blame. 
Not that you would think so, on reading Caesar’s “objective” account of what happened. 
Yes, there were problems. But this was mainly the fault of the weather or down to the 
treacherous nature of the Brits, who, he claimed, had agreed beforehand to give the 



 

 

Romans a warm welcome. Then in the final part of his narrative Caesar describes how that 
it was thanks to his brave leadership and tactical military skills, that the overwhelming 
number of Brits was repulsed, the Roman camp secured and time gained to repair the 
damaged ships. A safe return to Gaul then followed before the equinoctial gales set in at 
the end of September. 
 
To be fair to Caesar it is true that he received and deserved the loyalty and respect of the 
men in the ranks. Clearly he was a man of considerable military ability bordering on 
genius. And has there ever been a general in history prepared to put up his hand and say:  
”Sorry, I made a complete mess of that. Shame about all those killed. It was all my fault.” 
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