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‘To win one hundred battles is not the acme of skill. To subdue the enemy without fighting, that is the acme of skill.’


Sun Tzu
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Preface





The best books breed other books. This one was inspired by two paperbacks I read as a teenager. The first was Takashi Nagai’s We of Nagasaki, a survivor’s account of the bombing of the capital of the western province of Kyushu a few days after Hiroshima, on 9 August 1945. With its all too vivid account of the initial impact of the atom bomb and the subsequent effects of radiation exposure, it brought home to me the shadow under which the world was living in the nuclear age. The second was Edward Young’s autobiographical account of his service during the Second World War as a submarine commander in the Mediterranean and the Far East, One of Our Submarines. This intensely English, quietly understated and at the same time curiously romantic tale of the submarine fraternity gave me an enduring fascination for these craft and the men who crew them.


It was a little while after I read these two books that their themes coalesced in the form of the British nuclear deterrent submarines of the Polaris force, the first of which – Resolution – was commissioned in 1968. Here were underwater machines capable of inflicting the damage of the bombs that fell on Hiroshima and Nagasaki many times over. Yet it was not for another thirty years that I was properly to get to know a British submarine commander, and by then the Cold War was over. Commander Simon Anderson was the sometime commanding officer of Conqueror, the submarine that in the hands of Commander Chris Wreford-Brown had sunk the Argentinian cruiser General Belgrano in the Falklands conflict. It was of Anderson that I enquired whether there were any tales of British submarines in the Second World War that still merited telling. Anderson replied: ‘Why not write about us?’


At first the barriers seemed insuperable. The essence of a submarine is stealth, and secrecy is inbred in the submarine culture. The same is equally true of nuclear weapons, the nuclear propulsion systems used by most of the submarines capable of carrying nuclear weapons, and the defence establishment more generally. Moreover, if the Cold War was history, it was only very recent history, and in some respects the conflict still endured. I very quickly realized that it would be impossible to write an authoritative and detailed operational account of the activities of British submarines during the Cold War for some years to come, especially if I was to rely – as I have – on written sources already in the public domain.


At the same time, however, it gradually became apparent that another book, in some respects perhaps a more interesting one, could be written. Preliminary interviews conducted over a period of more than a year proved a point that should in any case have been obvious to a reader of One of Our Submarines – or indeed its German fictional and cinematic equivalent Das Boot. That is, that the men who command these machines are at least as interesting as the craft themselves.


The idea accordingly germinated of following the service careers of a manageable number of officers who achieved submarine command. To do so I chose five members of the Dartmouth class of 1963: Toby Elliott, Roger Lane-Nott, Martin Macpherson, James Taylor and Chris Wreford-Brown; and one member – Jeff Tall – from the following year.


There are various limitations to such an approach, most obviously the way in which the story largely excludes all but the six officers on whom it focuses. There were a fair number of others who achieved submarine command during the Cold War, from the class of 1963 alone: Jonathan Boyle (now Viscount Dungarvan), Paul Branscombe, Johnny Clarke, Dan Conley, Nick Crews, Dai Evans, Mike Gregory, Phil Higgins, Mike Jones, Neil Robertson, Chris Roddis and Dick Strange. I believe those who I chose are nevertheless reasonably representative of their generation, and Roger Lane-Nott even goes so far as to say ‘the names are interchangeable’. 


By definition, though, the six are less representative of earlier and later generations, but this is hardly to suggest that these people did not play their part in suppressing the Soviet threat. John Moore therefore represents those who had served in the Royal Navy during the Second World War and who went on to command submarines in the early years of the Cold War. Sir Sandy Woodward and Sir Toby Frere represent the next generation down. As to the generation younger than the class of ’63, the general problems of security were compounded by many of the best of that group still being serving officers. Nevertheless, they are represented by a weapons specialist, Marcus Fitzgerald, whom Toby Elliott characteristically describes as a ‘damned fine officer’; and Geoff McCready, CO of Upholder, the first of what was intended to be a new generation of British diesel-electric submarines. Moreover, the approach does not prevent me covering where these men took their submarines, when, and for what purpose, although certain patrols and certain details have necessarily been omitted. Its principal intention, however, is to provide some insight into the variety of men who commanded our nuclear submarines in an age – now largely departed – when nuclear war was a hideously real possibility. As an American recently said to me, ‘I always thought that submarine commanders were seven feet tall and built of high-grade steel.’ I had long presumed the same.


It may seem odd in a democratic age to focus so exclusively on the commanders of these vessels, largely to the exclusion of their officers and crew. Certainly when I went to sea myself in the Trafalgar-class attack submarine Talent, I was most struck by the sense of CO, officers and crew working together as a cohesive unit. Similarly, Chris Wreford-Brown told me that ‘There is no way Conqueror would have had her success in 1982 without the professionalism of the ship’s company and in particular the three Heads of Department’. A submarine, though, even today, depends upon and reflects the character of its commanding officer to a remarkable degree. As William Guy Carr wrote in his account of British submarines during the First World War:




In surface vessels there are several factors which may bring success – in spite of the commanding officer. A ship may be a good shooting ship; an excellent chief of staff, mistakes on the part of the enemy, assistance from other vessels are some of the factors. In submarines none of these counts. One man only, the commanding officer, can see, and he only with one eye. No one can help him. Germany had some four hundred submarine captains during the war, but over sixty per cent of the damage was accomplished by but twenty-two of these four hundred officers. The inference is obvious. The one and great difficulty is to find a sufficiency of officers … who will rise superior to the incidental intricacies of these complicated vessels, who will make their opportunities and take advantage of them when found under conditions of hardship and acute discomfort.





Hence, as Carr puts it, the ‘overwhelming importance in submarine matters of the character and abilities of those who command them’. Although the technology associated with the nuclear submarine has seen a limited devolution of responsibility down the chain of command, the point remains essentially valid.


An outsider suffers some very obvious disadvantages in writing such a book, but I hope that any resulting deficiencies have been at least partly overcome by the three years I have spent in England, the United States and the former Soviet Union, interviewing Cold War submariners. At the same time, I hope that my perspective is of interest to the general reader, for I have looked at and discussed issues that seem interesting from a human point of view rather than a technical or technological one; and I have tried to avoid what strike me as the more tiresome literary conventions of military history. Inevitably the result is not a portrait of submariners as they see themselves or even as they might wish to be seen, but a layman’s perspective on a very particular and unusual group of men.


This book is their story.


Burnham Overy Staithe,


February 2001
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Absolute Beginners







‘Remember that joining as a midshipman is bound to be awe-inspiring. Everyone about you seems so authoritative and important … and you realise that no-one seems to care a hang whether you are there or not. The reason is that your talents, if any, are undiscovered.’


Captain Eric Bush, How to Become a Naval Officer, 1963

























Prologue







‘There used to be a school of historical thought which held that the course of human history was determined largely by political and economic factors rather than by the characters and actions of individuals. My own experience during the last war has emphasised to me the immense, and in some cases decisive influence exerted on the course of events by individuals.’


Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, preface to Hugh Trevor-Roper, The Last Days of Hitler, 1952





Wednesday, 17 September 1963, was a grey, blustery day, as much autumn as late summer. Squalls raced across the river towards the small Devon port of Dartmouth, and clouds loured over the grey seas of the Channel. High above the river, the Britannia Royal Naval College stood out, bleak and austere in the rain. Designed by Sir Aston Webb, architect of the façade of Buckingham Palace and of the Admiralty Arch at the other end of the Mall, the College had been executed in his finest imperial manner, a huge neo-classical structure symbolizing the Royal Navy as it approached the height of its power. Across the River Dart, a train drew slowly into the terminus of Kingswear. It was an express from Paddington, and from it descended three hundred or so passengers.


To a local their identity was obvious enough. They were the autumn intake of naval cadets for the College, the institution on which much of the prosperity of the town depended. Superficially, they were indistinguishable from their predecessors, that year or any other. Dressed in regulation tweed jackets, grey flannels and trilbys, they might have been public schoolboys in any part of the country, their gait the eager one of youth, their faces unmarked by experience. Indeed, although they were a few years older, they might almost have been their predecessors of precisely a century before, when the first naval cadets at Dartmouth had been trained on board the old Napoleonic three-deckers Britannia and Hindoostan. The successors of Drake, Grenville, Cook, Hawke and Nelson, these youths had gone on to command the fleet in the days of empire when the Royal Navy was by far and away the largest in the world. They had seen the transition from wooden hulls to those of steel, from the power of sail to that of steam, from muzzle-loading cannon to the breech-loader and the gun turret. They were the men whose sea-chests in 1914 had been packed at four hours’ notice and who had been sent straight to sea, many of them to die under the command of Jellicoe and Beatty at Jutland. A generation later their successors had cornered the Graf Spee in Montevideo, drowned aboard Royal Oak and Hood, and conducted the extraordinary evacuation of Dunkirk. They had sunk the Bismarck and the Scharnhorst, disabled Tirpitz in Alten fiord, destroyed the heart of the Italian navy at Cape Matapan. They had escorted hundreds of convoys of merchantmen, and had won the battle against Admiral Dönitz’s U-boats in the Atlantic. They had extracted tens of thousands from Crete, masterminded the Normandy landings, and – in the Far East – seen the Prince of Wales and Repulse die at the hand of Japanese bombers.


It was, then, a fine tradition that had formed men from the Dartmouth cadets. Yet of the class of ’63 still more would be asked, for this was the generation that would bear the burden of the Royal Navy’s nuclear age. These men were among the first to go to sea with the responsibility for firing Polaris, Britain’s nuclear deterrent; and among the first whose submarines had to track down and show their ability to destroy their Soviet opposite numbers. It is known that British submarines spent almost forty years fighting the Cold War in the North Atlantic, and that their duties occasionally took them further north into the Norwegian, Arctic and Barents Seas and to the naval bases of the Soviet Union where they played cat and mouse with their Red Banner Fleet counterparts. The full truth is more dramatic. As one of the great submariners of his generation, Admiral Sir John Coward, later remarked, ‘There was a war. And we won it.’




*





The cadets of the class of ’63 were less nondescript teenagers than they seemed. The Navy has never been careless in its selection process, even though the qualities thought desirable have changed over the years. In the Georgian Navy birth and connections were the requirements, seamanship being of less account. The interest in and influence of its senior officers on the selection process began to be eroded in 1815, when the Admiralty started to examine those aspiring to the rank of midshipman, and by the end of the century this applied to all ranks. Even after the Second World War, though, tradition still played a part. In his memoirs, Denis Healey, who as Secretary of State for Defence between 1964 and 1970 worked closely with the Navy on the development of Polaris, recalled: ‘Even in my time the Navy recruited many of its successful officers from families scattered round the great naval ports of the South Coast, which had provided Admirals for generations.’ Breeding apart, the academic demands were now for five GCE passes, two of them at A-level. The requirements of personality and physical fitness were more demanding. Those who had taken their seats at Paddington had already passed preliminary screening followed by the Admiralty Interview Board at the shore establishment HMS Sultan in Gosport.


‘Sir,’ ran the invitation from the Board, ‘I am commanded by My Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty to inform you that you have been selected to appear before the Admiralty Interview Board to undergo tests of personal qualities.’ The word ‘interview’ was misleading. Candidates were required to present themselves promptly at 1600 at Sultan. They were advised to get their hair cut and put on their best clothes. If they smoked they should remove the tell-tale stains with pumice. Duly registered, they were set a series of short examination papers on subjects ranging from mathematics and English to naval history. Then they broke for dinner, in the course of which they were expected to display good manners. They had to be in bed by 2230. The following morning they were sent to the gym. There candidates formed groups of six or eight, each taking it in turn to be leader. An obstacle course was set up, representing – say – a ravine. Each candidate had to lead his team across the chasm to safety; or as a team member to co-operate intelligently with the leader. The members of the Board were looking for ‘officer-like qualities’. Writing in 1963, Captain Eric Bush remarked in his primer, How to Become a Naval Officer. ‘They are looking for the boy who tends to lead and can also tackle a difficult situation without getting in a flap. They are sorting out the doers from the talkers. They are noticing the young man who seems to lose heart.’ Then came the debate, to test the candidate’s ability to articulate ideas and present them persuasively.


One of the candidates early in 1963 was a Queen’s Medallist from Pangbourne College, R. C. Lane-Nott. He was asked to talk on capital punishment, the abolition of which was high on the political agenda of the Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan. After lunch came an interview with a psychologist. According to Captain Bush, ‘he wishes to know your background, thoughts, hopes, fears ambitions, tastes … he will find out the real reason why you want to join the navy, and whether there is a reasonable chance of your being happy there’. Another candidate, T.D. Elliott, was a Cranbrookian whose father had commanded a submarine during and after the Second World War. Soon Elliott was discussing the relationship between father and son. The psychologist took a similar tack with the Rugbeian C.L. Wreford-Brown, whose father was one of the senior lecturers at Dartmouth. Finally came the Board interview itself. This was chaired by an Admiral, and attended by all those who had overseen the candidates during their twenty-four-hour examination. ‘You may’, wrote Captain Bush, ‘be asked everything or anything.’ Admiral Sir John (‘Jackie’) Fisher, by far the greatest naval figure of the Edwardian age, told the painter Augustus John that his interview comprised reciting the Lord’s Prayer and drinking a glass of sherry. Three-quarters of a century later, M.D. Macpherson, whose father had been a Major in the Royal Marines, his grandfather a Rear-Admiral, noted on his application form an enthusiasm for home-brewed beer. The Board chairman had a similar interest. Twenty-five minutes of the half-hour interview were devoted to the subject. Macpherson proved himself articulate and well informed. J.B. Taylor, the son of an Edinburgh veterinary surgeon, was also asked if he liked beer. Nervous after failing to do justice to himself in the gym, he felt this was a subject on which he could speak with authority.


A few days later, letters were dispatched to all the candidates. More than two-thirds of them had failed. Toby Elliott, Roger Lane-Nott, Chris Wreford-Brown, Martin Macpherson and James Taylor were regarded as suitable raw material. With the exception of Wreford-Brown, all were accepted as Supplementary List officers, the short-service category which committed them to ten years’ active service and five on the reserve. Wreford-Brown, better qualified academically, was on the General List, with a long-service commission.




*





Getting off the train, the three hundred cadets were met by the College drill instructors and herded on to the ferry to cross to the west bank of the Dart. Then they were marshalled into three columns and marched up the hill. There, on the parade ground, they were told to which of the six divisions of the intake they had been allocated: Drake, Blake, Exmouth, Hawke, St Vincent or Grenville. They were also asked if they smoked, those that did being entitled to a duty-free allowance. Naval careers that would place unprecedented demands on these young men and their contemporaries had begun.



















Chapter 1


Goodbye to Berlin







‘With the defeat of the Reich and pending the emergence of the Asiatic, the African, and perhaps the South American nationalisms, there will remain in the world only two great powers capable of confronting one another – the United States and the Soviet Union. The laws of history and geography will compel these two powers to a trial of strength, either military or in the field of economics and ideology.’


Adolf Hitler, April 1945





At the time of the birth of the class of ’63 a meeting took place that marked the beginning of a series of events that would greatly affect their lives.


The last conference of the Allied war leaders opened on 17 July 1945. Since the previous such encounter, at Yalta in the Crimea, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had died. In his stead was the former Vice-President Harry S. Truman. Marshal Josef Stalin represented the Soviet Union, the Prime Minister Winston Churchill, Great Britain. The Three Powers met at Potsdam, not far from the ruins of Berlin, to settle the shape of the post-war world. They would deliberate over the war in the Far East and agree plans for the invasion of Malaya, the Dutch East Indies and Japan. Following the end of the war in Europe two months earlier, they would also try to resolve the future of the Continent, and in particular of Germany. The latter was an issue fraught with uncertainty, and indeed trepidation. In the course of the previous few months, British, French and American forces from the west and Stalin’s Red Army from the east had raced to be the first in Berlin. Enthusiasm to defeat the Nazis was clearly coupled with ambitions to dominate the future of the whole of Europe.


In a sense, this was inevitable. The wartime alliance had, on both sides, been a marriage of convenience brought about by Hitler’s invasion of the USSR in 1941. Once the enemy in Europe had been defeated, it was scarcely surprising that ideology should reassert itself. The United States had broken off diplomatic relations with Russia at the time of the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, not recognizing the authority of the Soviet government until 1933. Britain had gone further, providing military support for the White Russian forces opposing the revolution to the tune of £100 million. Churchill had once remarked of Lenin and Trotsky that they had ‘driven man from the civilization of the twentieth century into a barbarism worse than the Stone Age’. Stalin took the Marxist-Leninist line that the capitalist world was an intrinsically corrupt society that owed its wealth to the exploitation of the masses.


Beyond ideological disagreement, it was also significant that Europe in 1945 was in chaos. Much of Germany was quite literally in ruins. The countries to its west and east through which the Nazis had fought their rearguard action against the Allies were similarly devastated. Much of Europe’s industrial and communications infrastructure – factories, roads, railways, canals – had been destroyed, and millions were now refugees. Even the populations of the victorious countries were exhausted by the struggle. Above all, though, there was a vacuum of power in Europe. Marxist theory taught that the collapse of capitalism was inevitable. The economic turmoil of the 1930s in the West had lent credence to such a theory, and there had been flourishing Communist parties in many Western countries. During the course of the war the cause of national unity had led to the formation of a number of national governments representing all the major parties. With the war over, however, the political direction that the Continent would follow was far from certain. Underlying Potsdam was the issue of the very survival of European democracy.


Yet even as the conference began, it was overtaken by outside events. From Los Alamos in New Mexico came news of the successful trial of the first atomic bomb. Truman and Churchill took the decision to use the weapon. Stalin was then informed – spies had already told him of its existence and kept him informed of progress – and an ultimatum was sent to the Japanese on 26 July. Then, that same day, the results of the General Election in Britain led to Churchill’s resignation, and his replacement by the new Labour Prime Minister, Clement Attlee. With the new Prime Minister in Britain’s negotiating seat, the conference confirmed one critical decision made at Yalta: the division of Germany and Berlin into four zones, each zone to be ruled by one of the Three Powers and France, pending a final decision on the country’s long-term future. Other matters led only to argument. No clear agreement was reached on the nature of the regimes to be established in eastern Europe, and in particular in Poland, the nominal cause of the Second World War. The summit closed on 2 August.


Three days later, the American B-29 Superfortress Enola Gay dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima. It had the power of 13,000 tons of TNT and produced such searing temperatures that it incinerated human beings instantly, leaving only scorch marks on the pavement where they had strolled. A Japanese newspaper reporter, arriving at what remained of the railway station, recorded what he saw: ‘There was a sweeping view, right to the mountains, north, south and east; the city had vanished.’ On 9 August, Stalin’s forces attacked Japan, and a second bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. An estimated 110,000 were killed immediately in the two bombings, and many more later died as a result of burns and radiation. Then, on 11 August 1945, Japan surrendered.


This train of events was profoundly disturbing. No sooner had the threat of Hitler been removed than a new enemy seemed to have emerged, one known to be in the process of developing the weapon that had just redefined the meaning of war. Stalin, calling together his nuclear scientists within days of Nagasaki, had instructed: ‘A single demand of you, comrades. Provide us with atomic weapons in the shortest possible time. You know that Hiroshima has shaken the whole world. The balance has been destroyed. Provide the bomb – it will remove a great danger from us.’ The following month Attlee wrote despairingly to Truman, ‘I ought to direct all our people to live like troglodytes, underground as being the only hope of survival, and that by no means certain.’


The world had been turned upside down, and the survival of democracy, great cities and even nations seemed under question.


*


As the post-war age unfolded, so too did the Communist threat. The Soviets, frustrated over the division of power in Germany, gradually established a buffer zone between themselves and the West; and irrespective of the wishes of their peoples, one by one the governments of eastern Europe began to fall to Soviet control. The Americans, hitherto inclined to view the Soviets as allies, were soon to change their view. In February 1946 George Kennan, a diplomat based in Moscow, dispatched a telegram to the State Department. In it he analysed Soviet intentions. Kennan believed that the Soviet Union constituted ‘a political force committed fanatically to the belief that with the US there can be no permanent modus vivendi; that it is desirable and necessary that the internal harmony of our society be disrupted, our traditional way of life destroyed, the international authority of our state broken, if Soviet power is to be secure’. In short, the Soviet Union was bent on world domination and the destruction of capitalism. A month later, on 5 March 1946, in a speech at Fulton, Missouri, Churchill expressed a similar view publicly: ‘A shadow has fallen upon the scenes so lately lighted by the Allied victory. Nobody knows what Soviet Russia and its Communist international organization intend to do in the immediate future, or what are the limits, if any, for their expansive and proselytizing tendencies … from Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the continent.’


In response to the Soviet threat, the American President enunciated the Truman Doctrine, the American policy of resisting the advance of Communism. On 12 March 1947, Truman told Congress, ‘At the present moment in world history nearly every nation must choose between alternative ways of life … It must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempts to subjection by armed minorities or outside pressure.’ Then, following the fall of Czechoslovakia to the Communists in February 1948, the Western powers proposed a series of measures to strengthen their position in West Berlin, consolidating the three Western zones into one and launching a new currency. Stalin was duly informed by spies in the Foreign Office in London. On 24 June 1948, all road, rail and canal traffic between the isolated Allied zone of the city and the remainder of West Germany, a hundred miles away, was stopped. Stalin’s intention was clear: to force the Allies out of Berlin. Nor was this all. As Ernest Bevin, Britain’s Foreign Secretary, put it: ‘The abandonment of Berlin would mean the loss of Western Europe.’


With Berlin now symbolizing the new confrontation between East and West, Churchill proposed threatening to use the atomic bomb against Soviet cities. Across the Atlantic, President Truman was lobbied by his Secretary of Defense James Forrestal to put the growing American stockpile of atomic weapons to use. As it was, the idea of an ‘air bridge’ to West Berlin was formulated and put into action. In a masterpiece of political will and logistical endeavour, through the bitter winter of 1948/9 British and American planes brought in two and half million tons of food, fuel and other essentials to keep the city alive.


By the time the siege was raised in May 1949, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (Nato) had been formed. Together, the United States, Britain, France, the Benelux countries, Canada, Denmark, Iceland, Norway and Portugal constructed a defensive alliance against the Soviet threat. ‘In this pact,’ said Truman, ‘it is hoped to create a shield against aggression and the fear of aggression.’ Simultaneously, the Marshall Plan swung into action, an enormous package of financial assistance from the United States intended to discourage the growth of Communism in Europe. Offered to the whole of the Continent, it was predictably rejected by the Soviets and their associated states as a capitalist plot. That same month, in response to the formation of the new West German state, a consolidation of the Western zones in the form of the Federal Republic, the German Democratic Republic was set up by Stalin in the east. Europe was now divided into two camps.


Then, shortly before the end of August, an American B-29 bomber on a high-level exercise over the North Pacific detected unusual levels of radioactivity drifting away from a remote part of the Soviet Union. Stalin’s demand for a nuclear weapon had been met, and the Western monopoly of the atom bomb was at an end. As President Kennedy later stated, henceforth, ‘every man, woman and child would live under a nuclear sword of Damocles, hanging by the slenderest of threads, capable of being cut at any moment by accident, miscalculation or madness.’


The Cold War, a phrase first used in 1947, had begun. The class of ’63 were approaching school age.




*





Hitherto the focus of the new conflict had been Europe, yet Asia too was in chaos.


In Indonesia the Dutch were using force to try to restore their prewar empire; in Indo-China the French were doing the same; in Malaya in 1948 the Communist Party launched a campaign to drive out the British; and, above all, in China, the civil war between Communists and Nationalists was reaching its climax. In October 1949, with Stalin’s help, the Communists triumphed, Mao Zedong proclaiming a People’s Republic. The Nationalists, who had been supported by the United States, fled to Taiwan, where their leader Chiang Kai-shek established the Republic of China. Then, in December 1949, Mao visited Stalin in Moscow. Two months later the pair signed the first Sino-Soviet treaty of friendship, alliance and mutual assistance. In doing so they created the spectre of a huge aggressive Communist bloc, bent on the imposition of Communism not just in Europe but throughout the globe.


Western fears of Communist aggression in Asia were soon borne out in Korea, where on 25 June 1950 Soviet-armed North Korean troops crossed the 38th Parallel, marched south and seized the southern capital of Seoul. Truman, smarting from the loss of China to Communism, was incensed, and at once ordered American troops to be dispatched to the South, and requested and received the blessing of the Security Council of the newly formed United Nations. So began a war that was to involve sixteen nations under the banner of the UN. On 15 September, UN troops under the command of General Douglas MacArthur landed behind enemy lines at Inchon. Soon the North Koreans were retreating. Then, on 28 November, 200,000 Chinese troops crossed the Yalu river from Manchuria into North Korea in support of their fellow Communists. Two days later, Truman indicated at a press conference that the use of atomic bombs was under ‘active consideration’.


The class of ’63 had just started primary school.


*


As the war in Korea rumbled on, there were changes in Britain. In the General Election of 1951 Churchill was returned to office, with Anthony Eden once more Foreign Secretary.


This heralded a review of Britain’s approach to the Cold War. A formal decision to develop a British atomic bomb had come in January 1947, partly in response to the US McMahon Act of 1946 that prohibited the transfer of America’s atomic secrets beyond her shores. Partly, too, it reflected the thinking that the existence of atomic bombs had created a situation in which total war was inconceivable, and that it was the duty of governments to prevent it. Paradoxically, the means of doing so was increasingly believed to lie in possession of the bomb, for it was thought that no hostile power would dare to use weapons of such destructive capability if retaliation was likely. This was the essential principle of deterrence, later encapsulated in the telling acronym, Mutual Assured Destruction or MAD. Soon afterwards came the decision to develop a force of jet bombers for the RAF to deliver the weapons.


Visiting Truman in Washington in January 1952, Churchill was shown a series of new American weapons and delivery systems. Besides the original atomic bomber, the B-29, the B-36 had entered service in 1948, the B-47 in 1950, and plans for the giant B-52 were well advanced. These planes would provide the backbone of what would become the world’s largest strategic bomber force, Strategic Air Command. Since atomic weapons had, through refinement, become much smaller and lighter – 1,000 pounds as opposed to the 9,000-pounder dropped on Hiroshima – the United States was also developing nuclear-tipped missiles. The first long-range missile, Vanguard, was in development; so too were shorter-range missiles called Thor and Jupiter. Fired from land bases, such missiles would in due course become the second element of America’s defence. The US had plans, too, for high-altitude spy planes and spy satellites that might eventually encircle the globe.


It was clear to Churchill that if Britain was to retain what remained of her global prestige and her bargaining power with the United States, she too should develop such capabilities. That October, the first British atomic bomb was successfully exploded off the Australian coast. A month later, the US detonated the hydrogen bomb, an immensely powerful device one thousand times more destructive than that dropped on Hiroshima. Soon Britain would develop her own hydrogen bombs, which Churchill would call ‘the ultimate deterrent’. The V-bomber force to deliver them – Valiants, Victors and Vulcans – was due to come into service in 1955.


*


In Korea, an armistice was eventually signed in November 1953, ending a conflict that had resulted in stalemate between East and West. A conference of world leaders was set for April 1954, with a view to creating an independent, unified Korea. Also on the agenda was Indo-China, the region that would provide the next crisis in the Cold War.


Since 1946 the French had been fighting to re-establish control in the region against the Chinese-backed Communist forces of Ho Chi Minh. From 1950, in accordance with the Truman Doctrine, they had been receiving American support. Under Truman’s successor, Eisenhower, the support was maintained. ‘You have a row of dominoes set up,’ said Eisenhower on 7 April 1954. ‘You knock over the first one, and what will happen to the last one is the certainty that it will go very quickly … Asia, after all, has already lost some 450 million of its peoples to Communist dictatorship, and we simply can’t afford greater losses.’ As the conference approached, the weakness of the French military position was such that the Americans began to talk of united action by the Western powers. Then, days before the conference opened, it became apparent that the French were heading for defeat at one of their main bases in Vietnam, Dien Bien Phu. In response, the Americans envisaged collective military action by Britain, France, the Philippines and themselves in Indo-China itself, perhaps also in China. Eisenhower was urged by his staff to use atomic bombs, a Pentagon study group suggesting that ‘Three tactical A-bombs, properly employed, would be sufficient to smash the Vietminh effort there.’ When the Vietminh captured Dien Bien Phu on 7 May, twenty-four hours before the conference began, a crisis was at hand. All-out war between East and West seemed in prospect. 


As it was, a temporary compromise was found in partition. The old French empire was abolished, and the independent states of Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam created in its stead. Vietnam was divided at the 17th Parallel. The North became Communist, the South a democratic republic, and the seeds were planted for American involvement in the region. The State Department announced that ‘in the cases of nations now divided against their will, we shall continue to seek to achieve unity’. The same doctrine applied to Korea. Here, too, it proved impossible for East and West to agree on unification. Partition would continue. Eden, with some justice, wrote that ‘if it [the conference] had broken up … we would have had World War Three by now’. Less than a year later, in April 1955, he became Prime Minister after continued ill health forced Churchill to resign.




*





Stalin had died in 1953, giving rise to hopes of an improvement in international relations. The new Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, though, showed no signs of taking a more constructive line on East-West relations; indeed, the creation on 14 May 1955 of the Warsaw Pact, linking the USSR with the eastern states of Europe in a military alliance, completed the dualities of East versus West, Communism versus capitalism, Nato versus Warsaw. Of the Soviet satellites, only Yugoslavia under Tito maintained a degree of independence. There were, though, internal rumblings elsewhere in Eastern Europe. In the new year of 1956 it was apparent that Hungary was in the throes of internal revolt, spurred on by Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin at the Twentieth Congress of the Soviet Communist Party. A group of Hungarian intellectuals began agitating for the end of the Communist regime.


There was also a growing crisis in the Middle East. In June 1952, Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser had come to power in Egypt. Although the British protectorate there had ended in 1922, the United Kingdom nevertheless retained the right to garrison the Canal zone, for the Canal provided a direct shipping link with the Gulf and the Far East. On 25 July 1956, Nasser announced the Canal’s nationalization. In the face of this emergency, an international conference was called of the twenty-two countries using the Canal. Simultaneously Anglo-French preparations were made for military action. The carrier Bulwark, together with Valiant bombers based in Malta, Libya, Aden and Bahrain, were put on alert. By September the situation had escalated. On the 15th Harold Macmillan, formerly Foreign Secretary, now Chancellor of the Exchequer, wrote, ‘We must‚ by one means or another win this struggle … without oil and without profit from oil neither the UK nor Western Europe can survive.’ Nasser rejected an American plan for international management of the Canal and took the decision to obtain arms from the Soviets. Britain and France – the Canal’s principal shareholders – hatched a plot to use the young state of Israel to attack Egypt.


Then, on 23 October, the world’s attention was distracted by the outbreak of revolution in the Hungarian capital of Budapest. Student demonstrators demanded free elections and Hungarian withdrawal from the Warsaw Pact. For a short while Khrushchev allowed the struggle to remain an internal matter: then he unleashed his forces. On October 29 the Hungarian leader Imre Nagy told his people, ‘Today at daybreak, Soviet troops attacked our capital with the obvious intent of overthrowing the lawful democratic Hungarian government.’ The next day, 1,500 miles away, Israel invaded Egypt and made for the Canal. British planes bombed Cairo and Port Said. On 5 November British forces landed in the Canal zone, provoking a tremendous international outcry, not least from the Americans and the United Nations. The UN General Assembly condemned British action by 64 votes to 5, and Khrushchev threatened rocket attacks on London and Paris. On 8 November a ceasefire was declared. Simultaneously in Hungary, under the assault of 75,000 Soviet troops and 2,500 tanks, the revolt collapsed. A month later, on 22 December, the last Anglo-French forces withdrew from Suez. And 9 January 1957, Eden resigned, to be replaced by Harold Macmillan.


It had been a momentous autumn. The Soviets had very effectively asserted themselves on the original Cold War front in Europe, and the West had shown itself hopelessly divided in the new theatre of the Middle East. That year the class of ’63 were progressing from primary to secondary school, and Buddy Holly sang ‘Peggy Sue’.


*


The political catastrophe at Suez caused a re-evaluation of Britain’s place in the world. Within a dozen years of Potsdam, it was clear that Britain was no longer a leading player in world events, that there were no longer Three Powers, only two – the Soviet Union and the United States. Despite the fact that Britain’s own hydrogen bomb would shortly be detonated, the sheer economics of staying in the nuclear race made the shaping of an appropriate British defence strategy increasingly problematic. Would the country be best advised to collaborate with other Western European countries on nuclear development rather than going it alone, or should she do so in collaboration with the Americans? At the same time popular resistance to the whole idea of the nuclear deterrent was growing, soon to be expressed in the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, whose slogan became ‘Ban the Bomb’.


In 1957 Harold Macmillan instigated a Defence Review, led by the new Defence Secretary Duncan Sandys. This, while considerably reducing the country’s defence commitments and ending conscription, placed fresh emphasis on Britain’s nuclear deterrent and the system for delivering it. Although the RAF V-bomber force was now in service, improving Soviet air defences meant that an Intermediate Range Ballistic Missile (IRBM) called Blue Streak was also being developed, missiles having the advantage of being far less vulnerable to enemy defence systems than bombers. In the meantime, the British proposed to the Americans that they should station sixty Thor IRBMs in Britain. These missiles would complement the shorter-range Jupiters stationed in Turkey, and would be targeted at the Soviet Union’s western cities. The offer was originally made by Sandys in January 1957, then repeated by Macmillan at his first meeting with Eisenhower in Bermuda in March, on which occasion it was accepted.


Then, on 4 October, the Soviets launched the Sputnik satellite, the first man-made object to be successfully put into orbit around the earth. The satellite was harmless in itself, but it had been launched by the SS-6 Sapwood, an intercontinental rocket with a range of more than 6,000 miles that was just as capable of boosting a nuclear warhead into space. The age of the Inter-Continental Ballistic Missile, the ICBM, had arrived – and the Americans had been wrong-footed. Though their own ICBM programme had started in June 1954, the Vanguard missile had proved unreliable. As if in confirmation of this fact, on 6 December 1957 a Vanguard blew up on launch. In Britain, the headline ran, ‘Oh what a Flopnik’. Now it was American rather than Soviet cities that were threatened.


The propaganda value of Sputnik was immense. Macmillan compared its impact on the American psyche with that of Pearl Harbor, leading as it did to the notion of a ‘missile gap’ between the two superpowers. Although both East and West were busily developing spy networks, spy planes and spy satellites, hard intelligence about Soviet capabilities was thin on the ground. In its absence it was speculated that by 1961 the Soviets would be in possession of 1,000 ICBMs, whilst the US that year would supposedly muster only 70. In fact, the figures for Soviet missiles were enormously exaggerated, but paranoia about a missile gap stimulated the development of Submarine Launched Ballistic Missiles – SLBMs – that would form the third and final element of America’s strategic defence force. American concerns about the growing Soviet threat also stimulated Eisenhower’s offer to Macmillan to try to persuade Congress to end the restrictions imposed by the McMahon Act on the sharing of atomic secrets. This, and the offer to station US missiles on British soil made the previous March in Bermuda, did much to restore harmony between the two allies after Suez.


It was just as well, for within a year another crisis was to arise over Berlin.


*


The contrast between the Federal Republic and its eastern counterpart, the German Democratic Republic (GDR), was now startling. Under Konrad Adenauer, West Germany had been rapidly rebuilt both physically and economically, and West Berlin had become a bustling cosmopolitan city. East Germany and East Berlin, under the dead hand of totalitarian leaders, remained impoverished, and every year tens of thousands of East Germans fled to the West. In 1958 no fewer than 144,000 voted with their feet in favour of capitalism, and most were young and skilled. They escaped through Berlin, for though the frontier between the two parts of the divided country was heavily guarded, movement between the sectors in Berlin was almost unrestricted. This drain of population was not only humiliating for Khrushchev, it also created a serious labour shortage in the GDR. On 27 November 1958 Khrushchev issued an ultimatum demanding the withdrawal of Western forces from Berlin. They would be given six months to leave the city. 


The crisis in Berlin dragged on through 1959 and into 1960, with Khruschchev repeatedly extending the deadline but still demanding the departure of Nato troops. In May 1960 Khrushchev, Eisenhower and Macmillan were set to meet in Paris. Days before the summit opened, an American U-2 spy plane was shot down by the Soviets and its pilot, Gary Powers, captured. On arriving at the summit, Khrushchev at once demanded an apology from Eisenhower. The American President refused, and the summit collapsed. The Berlin crisis continued, exacerbated by ever larger numbers of East Germans fleeing their homes for the West. In April 1961 the Soviets scored a propaganda coup by putting the first man, Yuri Gagarin, into space. By July 1961, though, 30,000 were leaving Berlin each month. Then, in the early hours of 13 August, a barbed-wire fence was erected by East German workers, dividing the city in two. Three days later a concrete wall followed.


The erection of the Berlin Wall profoundly affected the imagination of the Western world. Then, on 27 October 1961, American and Soviet tanks faced each other off, muzzle to muzzle, at one of the crossing-points in the Wall, Check-Point Charlie. The stand-off lasted sixteen hours. By now Eisenhower had been succeeded as President by John F. Kennedy. One of his first pledges was to upstage the Soviets’ lead in space by landing a man on the moon before the decade was out. Soon, too, he made plain his resolve over West Berlin, describing it as ‘the great testing place of Western courage and will, a focal point where our solemn commitments and … Soviet ambitions now meet in basic confrontation’.


With the class of ’63 now sixth-formers, the scene was set for the worst crisis yet in the Cold War.




*





A revolution on the Caribbean island of Cuba in 1958 had led to the establishment of the regime of Fidel Castro the following year. In a country where 1 per cent of the population owned 33 per cent of the land, social reform was inevitable. At first, though, the movement seemed more nationalist in inspiration than Communist, and not until a year later did Castro sign trade agreements with the USSR. Then, in September 1960, Castro and Khrushchev met at the United Nations and embraced as fellow revolutionaries. Not surprisingly, the United States viewed this new Marxist-Leninist outpost within a hundred miles of its eastern seaboard with considerable misgivings, and the confiscation and ruin of a number of American companies operating in Cuba did little to reassure it. With anti-Castro feeling fanned by the American press, a plan was formulated by Eisenhower for Castro to be toppled, and a band of 1,500 Cuban exiles were trained and armed for the purpose. When Kennedy succeeded Eisenhower, he approved the mission, and on 17 April 1961 the force landed on the southern coast of Cuba in the Bay of Pigs. The landing did not, however, go according to plan. Within three days the invasion was crushed and America humiliated.


Thereafter Kennedy ordered U-2 reconnaisance flights over the island to provide regular updates of military activity. In September 1962 these indicated a build-up of Soviet war matériel. At first this comprised SAM anti-aircraft missiles and MiG aircraft, both of which could be regarded as defensive. On 11 September, the Soviets, in response to American requests, declared that no offensive missiles would be placed on Cuba. Then, on 14 October, a further U-2 flight positively identified nuclear missiles capable of reaching Texas, Arkansas and Oklahoma. These would arrive with the minimum of warning, and defence against them was virtually impossible. To Harold Macmillan, Russian motives were obvious: Khrushchev was attempting to provoke US intervention in Cuba in order to set a precedent for Soviet intervention in the running sore of Berlin. On 22 October 1962, Kennedy broadcast the U-2 flight’s findings to the world. His declaration of intent culminated with the announcement of a blockade of the island, and an appeal to the Soviet leader. ‘I call upon Chairman Khrushchev to halt and eliminate this clandestine, reckless, provocative threat to world peace and to stable relations between our two nations. I call upon him further to abandon this course of world domination.’


The crisis deepened. On the 22nd, US forces all over the world were put on a state of alert known as DEFCON 3. This involved preparing ICBMs for launch, dispatching submarines armed with nuclear missiles – SLBMs – to sea, and scattering the strategic bomber force to airfields that were unlikely to be hit. In Britain, the 60 Thor missiles and 180-strong V-bomber force – representing about a third of the Western deterrent – were also put on high alert. The next day the Soviet Union followed suit. On the 24th the Americans imposed DEFCON 2, one stage below operational deployment. By now, a small armada of Soviet cargo ships carrying missiles was approaching Cuba, supported by submarines, and the United States dispatched a fleet of 180 warships to the Caribbean. Kennedy’s orders were that Soviet ships breaking the blockade should be sunk. The strategic bomber force, loaded with atomic weapons, was ordered into the air. Bombing of the Cuban missile bases was planned, and the United Nations General Assembly was asked to censure the Soviets for threatening nuclear war. Robert Kennedy, the President’s brother and Attorney-General in the administration, later recalled, ‘We were on the edge of a precipice with no way off.’


For six days the world teetered on the brink of nuclear war. With both administrations split between hawks and doves, the outcome was genuinely uncertain. Only on the 24th, when some of the Soviet ships stopped in their tracks, did it seem that common sense might prevail. Others, though, continued, and on the 26th an American reconnaissance plane was shot down over Cuba. It was then that the idea of a quid pro quo emerged, focusing on the Nato missiles in Turkey targeted at the Soviet Union. On the 27th it appeared that six of the Soviet missile launchers in Cuba were now operational. Then, and only then, was a deal struck. On 28 October, Khrushchev agreed to remove the missiles from Cuba. In return, Kennedy agreed not to invade the island. He also agreed to remove the Jupiter IRBMs from Turkey, providing the agreement was kept secret. In his memoirs Khrushchev wrote, ‘The two most powerful nations in the world had been squared off against each other, each with its finger on the button.’




*





Scarcely was the Cuban missile crisis over than, for Macmillan at least, another arose. He had been in close contact with Kennedy over Cuba, and was set to meet the President in the Bahamas just before Christmas. Of the various issues on the agenda, the most important was the fast-advancing technology of nuclear war. With the V-bomber force increasingly vulnerable, Britain had concentrated on the development of the land-based IRBM Blue Streak, and the air-launched equivalent, Blue Steel. Originally budgeted at £200 million, by 1958 they seemed likely to cost three times as much. At the same time, however, land-based missiles fired from identifiable bases were now regarded as being unduly vulnerable to ground attack. A deterrent against a first-strike attack was not a deterrent if it could not survive that attack. In early 1960 both projects were abandoned.


At a summit in March 1960, Macmillan had therefore persuaded Eisenhower to let the British have Skybolt, an American air-launched missile. The alternative was the Submarine Launched Ballistic Missile or SLBM, Polaris. A striking development, this missile could be launched from a platform – a submarine – that was very difficult to detect or destroy. Macmillan rejected Polaris on the grounds that no British submarine was designed to carry such weapons, but he did agree to let the Americans base their own Polaris submarines at Holy Loch on the west coast of Scotland, and to establish an early-warning system for Soviet missiles in North Yorkshire as part of a chain that also included sites at Clear in Alaska and Thule in Greenland. This system would give a three-minute warning of a missile strike. However, the summit agreement was compromised both by the arrival of the new Kennedy administration and by the new defence thinking that had been stimulated by the continuing Berlin crisis. Both placed less emphasis on nuclear retaliation, more on a build-up of conventional forces to counteract the Soviet threat. As a result, the Americans decided to cancel Skybolt. Britain was now left with an increasingly vulnerable retaliatory force, and risked being forced out of the nuclear club altogether.


Macmillan was furious at this volte-face. Talks in the Bahamas in December 1962 accordingly began on a less than friendly footing, and Macmillan, his Minister of Defence Peter Thorneycroft and his Chief Scientific Adviser Sir Solly Zuckerman thought little would come of them. Initially Macmillan was offered an air-launched missile called Hound Dog. This he was obliged to reject on the grounds that it could not be fitted to the V-bombers. Eventually, after three days’ hard bargaining, the Prime Minister was offered and accepted Polaris, agreeing that Britain would build five of her own missile submarines as launch platforms. She would also develop her own nuclear warheads. The extent of the independence of this new deterrent was debatable, for it was agreed that the nuclear submarines should be attached to Nato except when there were ‘vital national interests’ at stake. Moreover, the acquisition of Polaris obliged Britain to develop appropriate submarines with great rapidity. To Macmillan, though, it seemed the only way in which the country could retain a credible nuclear deterrent after the phasing out of the V-bomber force.


The Bahamas agreement was not popular with the RAF. It pointed out that the Navy had no experience of handling nuclear weapons, that it had no submarines suitable for such missiles, and that its only nuclear-powered craft, the new submarine Dreadnought‚ was an unknown quantity. A former Chief of Air Staff wrote of the ‘really appalling thought that a couple of ministers and a zoologist [Solly Zuckerman] can skip off to the Bahamas and, without a single member of the Chiefs of Staff Committee present, commit to a military monstrosity on the purely political issue of nuclear independence – which anyway is a myth’. Nevertheless, what was bad news for the RAF was good news for the Navy. Its submarine branch, decimated in the immediate aftermath of the war and thereafter only gradually redeveloped, was now to become the principal vehicle of the country’s nuclear deterrent.




*





The following summer, on 29 June 1963, the President and the Prime Minister met once again in London. Kennedy was on his way back from Berlin, where he had addressed a crowd of a quarter of a million people. Against the backdrop of the Wall, he made what became one of the most famous speeches of the Cold War, one that summarized the issues that had been developing since Hitler’s defeat:




There are many people in the world today who really don’t understand, or say they don’t, what is the great issue between the free world and the Communist world. Let them come to Berlin. There are some who say that Communism is the way of the future. Let them come to Berlin. And there are some who say in Europe and elsewhere we can work with the Communists. Let them come to Berlin. And there are even a few who say that it is true that Communism is an evil system, but it permits us to make economic progress. Lasst sie nach Berlin kommen. Let them come to Berlin … Freedom is indivisible, and when one man is enslaved, all are not free. When all are free, and we look forward to that day, when this city will be joined as one, and this country, and this great continent of Europe, in a peaceful and hopeful globe, when that day finally comes, as it will, the people of West Berlin can take sober satisfaction in the fact that they were in the front line for almost two decades. All free men, wherever they may live, are citizens of Berlin, and therefore as a free man, I take pride in the words Ich bin ein Berliner.





The class of ’63 were now making preparations for their first term at Dartmouth. Berliners aside, it was they who would in the future man the front line, a front line that marked the margins of the free world, and ultimately of mankind.



















Chapter 2


‘No occupation for a gentleman’







‘Submariners themselves were regarded as not quite the thing – smelt a bit, behaved not too well, drank too much. They were regarded as a sort of dirty habit in tins.’


Sandy Woodward, One Hundred Days, 1992





The Dartmouth regime into which cadets Elliott, Lane-Nott, Macpherson, Taylor and Wreford-Brown were initiated was spartan. Most of the youths slept in twenty-four-bunk dormitories, in which there was little privacy. They were turned out at 0615 (0730 on Sundays), and had to be in by 2100. In the intervening hours they followed a strict regime, with everything happening precisely at a set time and place. The first six weeks were designed to toughen them up. There was a good deal of parade-ground work to accustom them to obeying orders, a lot of physical training, and practical seamanship taught in the hundred-odd boats at the College’s disposal on the River Dart. There was no leave at all during this period, and when it was completed, the cadets still had to be in bed by 2230.


Then came grounding in the professional branches of the Navy, principally those of engineering, navigation, gunnery and seamanship, together with lectures in science, naval history and English. The ‘officer-like qualities’ – known as ‘Oily-Qs’ – identified by the Admiralty Board were tested. ‘Several activities’, wrote Captain Bush in How to Become a Naval Officer, ‘are designed to put the cadet under stress.’ Sailing and canoeing were treated less as leisure pursuits than as physically demanding sports. Night marches were a favourite exercise. Martin Macpherson remembers being woken at 0200 in the morning, driven by lorry into the heart of Dartmoor, and left with his group to find their way back to the College. Sixty miles in two days was a typical exercise.


Macpherson himself thought little of this. like a number of the intake he had been schooled at Sherborne, and he found the regime comparable to the one he had enjoyed the year before at school. Chris Wreford-Brown was a talented pentathlete and – in an establishment in which athletic prowess was highly regarded – also took the course in his stride. Roger Lane-Nott excelled at rugby.


A Devonian called John Jeffrey (‘Jeff’) Tall, part of the intake of the following year, found the experience entirely different. The 21-year-old son of an RAF warrant officer, he had turned down a place at Sheffield University before joining the Navy – largely to escape from the boredom of working in the Midland Bank in Lincoln. Plunged into the public-school atmosphere of Dartmouth, he was thoroughly unsettled and found it difficult to mix. Like a surprising number of the cadets, too, he had little interest in boats and the sea. His divisional chief petty officer helped ease the situation, taking him out of the dormitory and putting him in a two-bed ‘cabin’ where he was befriended by his room-mate; and he would soon win the respect of his contemporaries as a gifted cricketer and rugby player. It was, though, a difficult induction.


Rest and recreation were on the agenda too. The College ran a number of clubs, ranging from gliding and climbing to rough shooting. There was also a motoring club, which attracted the attentions of Roger Lane-Nott, like many submariners a man with a taste for speed. James Taylor was a first-class shot and soon found himself representing Dartmouth with the rifle.


More universal, however, was the appeal of the traditional ‘run ashore’. The essence of naval life was a period of hard work, hard discipline and relative constraint at sea, punctuated by periods of relief when the ship found its port. Not all took their ‘run ashore’ quite as seriously as one Second World War submariner. ‘Shrimp’ Simpson, commanding officer of the Tenth Submarine Flotilla based at Malta in 1941–2, wrote in his autobiography of one of his commanders:






Teddy Woodward found that it suited him best to play the game of war in reverse. The pace he set himself during rest periods in Malta would have put most men in hospital. He would arrive at Lazaretto from the rigours of leave in Malta’s ‘watering holes’, which seemed never closed to Woodward, looking pale and in need of a complete rest. Sailing on patrol was an escape from the dangers ashore … On return to port, usually with the Jolly Roger flying, Woodward, bursting with health, would confide to me an address where he could be found on leave and then set out bravely to meet the dangers and demands of yet another holiday.





The Navy in the 1960s was still was a deeply traditional institution, its sons intent on following the service’s traditions. In Dartmouth, well supplied with pubs, each Division had one established by custom as its own. Eight pints of beer and a fluffy omelette constituted the ideal run ashore, a combination that could be had for the price of a pound. Some of the cadets went further afield. Toby Elliott had an elderly Morris Minor convertible that, in the days before the breathalyser, he used to visit some of the unspoilt country pubs in which the Dart valley abounded. On one of these occasions the convertible became permanently open when a passenger decided to take the roof down as the car was travelling downhill at sixty miles an hour. There was also a dance hall in Plymouth. This was one of the various sources of local girls, few of whom, according to Macpherson, ‘you would want to take home to mother’.


One evening in that first term, a divisional officer chalked up an announcement that met the cadets as they queued for supper. The political stability that had characterized their youth had been ebbing for some time. The previous June the long-standing Conservative government had found itself besieged by scandal. The Secretary of State for War, John Profumo, had been obliged to resign over his involvement with a call girl who was also sleeping with a Russian diplomat. Then, in October 1963, Macmillan had resigned on grounds of ill-health and had been replaced by Alec Douglas-Home. Few thought the former Foreign Secretary would remain in office for long. Now came altogether more disturbing news. The date was 22 November. Kennedy had been assassinated. Shocking in itself – for the President’s role in defusing the Cuban missile crisis was still vividly imprinted on the public’s imagination – this was also a dramatic reminder of the responsibilities that the cadets were being trained to face.


*


With some of the basics of military discipline, seamanship and naval custom now instilled in the cadets, the Dartmouth regime then prescribed a period of sea training. Cadets were required to live and work as able seamen, the basic manpower of the Navy, and so grasp from a practical perspective the essentials of their profession. At the same time they would be introduced to some of the duties of junior officers: storing the ship for a voyage, ensuring the full complement of crew was on board, leaving harbour, route-planning and basic navigation, watch-keeping, signalling and all the multitude of activities that make up the safe and efficient management of a ship at sea.


Chris Wreford-Brown was in the first contingent to depart on a cruise, escaping the English winter in Torquay. She was one of the College’s three Type 12 frigates, a 340-foot design of 2,150 tons. That January, Torquay took Wreford-Brown and his fellow cadets to the West Indies. For many it was their first trip abroad, their first experience of the tropics, and their first taste of rum. The islands were still remote, almost entirely unspoilt and – for visitors at least – an earthly paradise of crystalline seas, golden beaches and luxuriant vegetation in which the Protestant work ethic was distinctly absent. The itinerary included Barbados, St Lucia, St Vincent, Grenada and Trinidad and Tobago, and ended in Bermuda. For Wreford-Brown, not an obvious romantic, it was an experience he would never forget.


After Easter, the second contingent in Tenby – another Type 12 frigate – and Torquay set out on a cruise of Scandinavian cities. Their first major port of call was Copenhagen. Then the flotilla turned east into the Baltic and visited Turku, before retracing their tracks to Göteborg. The final leg of the cruise followed the coast of Norway north to Bergen.


Martin Macpherson was Senior Cadet in Torquay. James Taylor, Roger Lane-Nott and Toby Elliott were on board Tenby. None found the work particularly exacting, be it polishing the frigates’ bright-work or scrubbing their decks. All, too, were determined to take advantage of the cruise’s social side. Steaming into Copenhagen, Tenby was signalled by the SS Dannebrog, the Danish Royal yacht. Was Mr Elliott on board? Would he care to dine in the Dannebrog? The invitation had been prompted by Elliott’s father, who was the British naval attaché in Stockholm. The prospect of a gawky teenager dining aboard the Royal yacht appealed to the ship’s company’s sense of humour, and they were not slow to take advantage of the situation. On board Torquay‚ Macpherson had unwisely assumed that the curfew of 2300 when the ship was in port could hardly apply to the Senior Cadet. As it happened, the ship’s padre liked to play a game that involved getting out of one of the portholes in the ward-room and returning through another. On the evening on which Macpherson ventured ashore, the padre got stuck and was abandoned by his dining companions. He was, nonetheless, ideally placed to spot Macpherson on his return in the early hours. The Senior Cadet had his leave stopped. Taylor, a fluent Russian speaker, got into an argument with a Russian admiral and his wife at a reception at the British Embassy. ‘She somehow suggested there were no significant political differences between the Soviets and ourselves,’ recalled Taylor. ‘I merely pointed out that there were.’ He had forgotten Captain Bush’s advice: ‘It is very important that a naval officer, who is at all times an ambassador of the British people, should be able to recognise different nationalities and be aware of their idiosyncrasies.’ Taylor was told that his conduct had been ‘noticed’.
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