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            INTRODUCTION

         

         This collection began life as a series of stories told on Twitter, where my handle is @ajcdeane, under the hashtag #deanehistory. The tales told there are still available, along with many interesting digressions and responses from hundreds of people who love history as much as I do. However, freed from the strictures of the Twitter format, the stories that reappear here have been extended and elaborated on, and many other stories appearing here were not posted online.

         I began telling the stories as a distraction for myself during the coronavirus lockdown, as my father was dying. Caring for him at home with my family, I was surrounded by his great collection of works of history, which reflected his wide-ranging and random interests that are reflected here.

         In his last days, he took great interest in the progress of this book, and, though inadequate as a tribute, it is dedicated to his memory.

         
             

         

         Alex Deane

Bury St Edmunds

August 2021

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

            JEAN-BAPTISTE BERNADOTTE

         

         Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte joined the French Army when his ambitions of following his father into the law were stymied by his father’s death. He was a brilliant soldier and gained rapid advancement.

         He married a woman who had previously been engaged to Napoleon and was the Emperor’s older brother’s wife’s sister; those Bonapartes liked to keep things tight. (Hey, Joseph, be King of Naples! No, be King of Spain!)

         In the War of the Fourth Coalition,* the Prussians under Blücher were taking a beating at the hands of the French. Blücher, one of the most feted and decorated German / Prussian officers of all time, was nicknamed Marshall Forward by his men in honour of his aggressive fondness for advancing. Such tendencies were not in evidence in this encounter. In 1806, at the Battle of Lübeck,† 2Bernadotte and co. caught Blücher’s retreating army and marmalised them. 

         Reflecting the ‘everyone against the French’ trend of the era, there were some Swedes fighting at Lübeck alongside the Prussians. Bernadotte captured them and treated them courteously and well – he also tried in vain to treat Lübeck well, just as his men sacked it.

         Having more pressing things to do than keep a clutch of Scandinavians captive, Bernadotte released them soon after the battle. The Swedes headed home to a problem. The King was heirless and going senile. Who should be the new King? Hey, how about that nice Frenchman who was so decent to us at the Battle of Lübeck? Plus, he’s close to the Emperor; that can’t hurt…

         Thus, a Frenchman came to be ushered onto the throne of Sweden, giving us the House of Bernadotte, which reigns to this day.

         What’s the lesson we might take from this story? When you have got the whip hand, sometimes it pays to be nice. People remember it. This is a lesson I believe to be applicable beyond one’s behaviour to defeated nineteenth-century Swedish minor nobility.

         Anyway, he was Crown Prince for a while, but as the King was well and truly gone by the time of his appointment in 1810, Bernadotte was running things PDQ. What did the newly Swedish Crown Prince do? Why, he took his new country to war. Against France. What can one say? The man had elan.

         
            * The Coalitions concerned France and whoever was on board for a fight against Napoleon at a given time. There were seven in all, the last of course ending with Waterloo and exile. It’s a pretty complimentary numbering system when one thinks about it: France against all comers – that’s that one done; now, who’s next?

            † Lübeck is a beautiful Hanseatic port. Beginning with north German coastal towns in the late twelfth century, the Hanseatic League came to dominate Baltic maritime trade for three centuries along the coasts of northern Europe and was a strong, enduring link between British ports and their northern continental counterparts. It was both a commercial and a defensive confederation of merchant guilds and towns in northern and eastern Europe, where its history is remembered far more than in the UK, where – as so often – we have largely forgotten the ties of the past.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

            LORD HAW-HAW’S CAPTURE

         

         Lord Haw-Haw, real name William Joyce, was the voice of the Nazis on air during the Second World War and was, of course, the last person executed for treason in the UK – so far, so well known.

         Less well known is the fact that after the war he was captured near Germany’s border with Denmark, in woodland outside Flensburg, the last capital of the Third Reich, by a British intelligence unit who recognised him by his distinctive accent. Specifically, he was caught by an officer called Geoffrey Perry (born Horst Pinschewer), a Jewish German who’d fled the Nazis and signed up with us Brits.

         Perfect, yes? But it gets better.

         Believing (he claimed) that Haw-Haw was going for a gun, said Jewish intelligence officer shot him. In the arse. Through the arse, in fact. Four wounds: entry and exit through both buttocks.

         These are not life-threatening injuries, but they are deeply humiliating and painful.

         I suggest that takes a high level of accuracy.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘I’m not a conspiracy theorist, but…’ 4

         The author Nigel Farndale has established that Joyce had properly evidenced and not-fantasist pre-war connections to the British secret service MI5. At his trial at the Old Bailey, he did not mention this or give evidence at all, or have his barrister put this to anyone, despite the fact that it might have saved him from the gallows. It is difficult to think of an explanation for this, especially given the inevitable consequences of his silence, other than the possibility that he had made a bargain with those prosecuting him not to raise it – avoiding the considerable embarrassment to the British state that it would cause – in return for them not prosecuting his wife, who was a rabid pro-Nazi just as guilty of collaboration as he was. She went scot-free – or free enough, at least, to live until 1972, drinking herself to death.

         Even knowing what it would mean for his future if he were to keep silent about his past, Joyce, I think, struck a deal: his life for hers.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

            JOHN THE BLIND

         

         John of Bohemia, the son of the Holy Roman Emperor, was also known as John the Blind. He was – and I may have given this away – visually impaired.

         He didn’t let this condition (which developed in his late thirties, from ophthalmia – do take your eyedrops if you get conjunctivitis) get in the way of his empire building and army leading, and as was the way at the time, in the end all roads led to having a scrap with the English. At Crécy in 1346.

         It is an understatement to say that it was a bad day for the French and their allies. England’s forces, under Edward III and his son the Black Prince, demonstrated the superiority of the longbow in a comprehensive defeat of a much larger force. By the way, after Crécy the English successfully besieged Calais, resulting in the Pale of Calais; territory in northern France being held by England for over two centuries, with representative MPs sitting in our Parliament and so forth; and some seriously good art from Rodin.

         Anyway – though he had by this point been blind for a decade, John of Bohemia commanded the advance guard of King Philip VI of France at Crécy.* On hearing that 6 the battle went against them, John ordered two of his noblemen to tie his mount between them and ride him into battle so he could fight. This exceptional bravery was admired by all Englishmen who saw it. 

         I mean, we killed him, obviously. But we were seriously impressed.

         Such was the Black Prince’s admiration for John that, one version of the story goes, he took John’s symbol for his own. Thus, nigh on 700 years later, three ostrich feathers are the symbol of the Prince of Wales to this day.

         The next time you see an old 2 pence piece or a Welsh rugby top, you’ll think of John the Blind.

         
            * Philip and Edward disputed the succession to the French throne after the death of Charles IV. Our Edward was Charles’s nephew; Philip was Charles’s cousin. Their dispute began the Hundred Years War.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 4

            PAYNE BEST AND THE VENLO INCIDENT

         

         We’re heading back to the Second World War in this story, but whilst in Lord Haw-Haw’s case we looked at the very end, this is the very beginning.

         Captain Sigismund Payne Best was a monocle-sporting British intelligence officer who served in both world wars. Based in the Netherlands between the wars, he ran our spy network in Holland and was drawn into a trap by the Nazis, who dangled officers supposedly representing those in Germany who were interested in removing or assassinating Hitler. But were really, er, Nazis.

         A series of meetings took place between Best and his team and the fake plotters. The aim was to humiliate the Brits, to paint us as manipulating / abusing Dutch neutrality and to provide a pretext for saying the Dutch were violating their own said neutrality – claims that were not entirely without merit.

         As with much good subterfuge, the Nazis played hard to get, making Best and co. fret that they didn’t believe he was really an intelligence agent. We obligingly played some agreed codewords over the BBC to assure them he was.

         A series of meetings took place, the location nudging closer to the German border each time – until finally they 8 agreed to meet at Café Backus just outside Venlo, right on the Dutch / German border. With Best was Richard Stevens, a major under official diplomatic cover at our embassy in The Hague. Mixing non-official and official cover is a spook no-no, as Mission: Impossible fans will know.

         Actually, the whole of our set-up in The Hague was a bit daft. The British ‘passport office’ (of spooks) was massive, even though it served a country for which Brits didn’t need visas. Maybe they were anticipating border crossing ham sandwich snatching.*

         Also with our spies were two Dutchmen: Dirk Klop, an intelligence officer pretending to be British, and Jan Lemmens, who did some driving for Best.

         At this last meeting, on 9 November 1939, on Himmler’s orders the SS ambushed and (literally) dragged the men over the border a few feet away. They shot and killed the brave Klop (who I think was the first Dutch casualty of the war). They released Lemmens in 1940. The Brits, they kept.

         They weren’t the first British prisoners of war – Larry Slattery (an Irishman) was shot down over Wilhelmshaven the day after war was declared – but they were amongst the first, and they served the whole war as POWs. In Best’s case, he was kept mostly in Sachsenhausen, then in Buchenwald and then in Dachau. Best’s memoir is mostly about his warders and his observations of German society. A bit like a Teddy Kennedy book that falls open to 9 Chappaquiddick but deals with it in a page, Best’s memoir pretty much skips over the Venlo Incident that made him famous. Given the blunders involved, perhaps that’s understandable. But it’s a fascinating read about the peculiarities and mundanities of life as a prisoner. The everyday accommodations reached with people with whom relationships are formed, even despite their membership of objectively the worst organisation in human history and so on. 

         An observation he makes that stayed with me: the Germans had unbelievable stoicism and endurance when it came to the increasingly frequent and increasingly heavy Allied bombing raids, taking to cellars etc. throughout – but they were utterly terrified of the lone fighter appearing from nowhere to strafe streets.

         Another character, Stevens – a former policeman in Imperial India and a well-credentialed man – was a fellow prisoner alongside Best who spoke fluent Arabic, German, Greek, Hindi, Russian and Malay. But he didn’t speak common sense. Unbelievably, he was carrying an uncoded list of the British agents across Europe in his pocket when he was captured.

         The Venlo episode is pretty much forgotten now, but it was quite consequential. First, Germany used it as the pretext for the invasion of the neutral Netherlands. Second, the British network on the Continent was pretty much rolled up at the end of 1939 and the start of 1940, with appalling consequences for the brave people involved, and Stevens’s list is a large part of the reason for that. Appalled 10 by the episode, Churchill as PM created the Special Operations Executive.

         Best was plainly brave, but he can hardly be said to have had ‘a good war’. Suckered into a trap, ingloriously captured, he spent the war moaning about camp dentistry and the inadequacy of Red Cross deliveries, seemingly blind to the suffering of many prisoners, especially Jewish. As one of the first prisoners of war, before the privations of mass captivity really set in (and as something of a ‘celebrity’ prisoner), incongruously he had huge amounts of stuff delivered to him from his home – including various wardrobes and their contents and so forth. He talks about that and the challenges of storage at bizarre length in his memoirs. (If you’re after a British author who writes well about being a prisoner of war kept in the concentration camps, Colin Rushton’s Spectator in Hell about his time in Auschwitz is utterly haunting.)

         A passing reference made to the Venlo Incident in Malcolm Muggeridge’s memoirs (which are also recommended) had me down the history wormhole online, buying Best’s book and ultimately visiting Café Backus – which is still there – in 2017, which is why as one of the leading political consultants of our age with my finger truly on the pulse of current events, I was in, er, remote south Holland when the UK snap election that year was called by Theresa May.

         What’s the lesson we might take from this (apart from being more on top of when elections are going to happen if you work in politics)? I think that it’s to note the smart 11 lure. Not the snatch at the border – that had all the subtlety of Michael Bay’s Pearl Harbor. I mean the long con run by the Germans to get the British agents there – like all good slow-played con tricks, it made the victims want to go further.

         Best writes well and comes across as palpably decent. But in our darkest hour, we entrusted our European spy network to a man who today would turn up at a far-flung airport, shocked – shocked! – to find that the charming online bride-to-be to whom he’d sent all that money wasn’t there to meet him.

         
            * A lorry driver’s ham sandwich was seized by the Dutch authorities in the heady days after the end of the Brexit transition period.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 5

            PLATAEA

         

         This is a happy story, and then a sad one.

         In the 520s bc, the little city state of Plataea asked Sparta for an alliance, as they feared the Thebans. Mischievously, Sparta told them to ally with Athens, enemy of Thebes; they were angry when that alliance was actually agreed. Careful what you joke about, Spartans.

         Quite separately, King Darius of Persia’s army marched westwards. Their primary beef was with Athens, a city Darius had sworn to burn to the ground, but it was plainly bad news for all Greeks. Led by the great General Miltiades, the Athenians marched to face the Persians – at Marathon in 490 BC. The Athenians sent for help. (Pheidippides or Philippides, deliverer of long-distance messages, ran through the fennel fields of the region for which the town was named; marathon means ‘fennel’ in Ancient Greek.)

         But no help came. Not even from martial Sparta, who said they were busy observing a festival and therefore couldn’t possibly march until the next full moon, which would be far too late; thanks, Sparta. Camped alone and frightened on the plain the night before battle, Athenian sentinels spied dust clouds in the distance and feared a second Persian Army was descending upon them.

         13 But it was the Plataeans. In Athens’ hour of need, the plucky Plataeans had come ‘panstratiá’ – drop everything; send everyone. All 1,000 of them. Their contribution to Athens’s might may have been small, but for Athens to no longer stand alone against this great enemy meant everything. Athenians and Plataeans fought bravely alongside one another as equals that day. They faced a far stronger force. But the battle was won.

         Later on, the Plataeans were attacked by the Thebans and besieged by the Spartans in the Peloponnesian War. They fought for two years, and their small numbers were diminished yet further when they sent a force to break through the besiegers to seek help from Athens. Those who joined that enterprise were thought to have volunteered for a suicide mission, but they made it to their allies – only to find that the Athenians declined to come to the aid of the Plataeans, fearing a broader conflict that might result.

         After a long, hard winter, starved of supplies and unrelieved by the Athenians, the Plataeans surrendered on the basis that they would be treated fairly.

         Instead, the Spartans conducted ‘a trial’ – each man was asked if he had helped the Spartans and their allies in the war. Why, the very point of Plataea’s position was that they were allied – as Sparta knew better than anyone! – to Athens. Thus, each man answered the question, ‘No’ – and was executed. One by one. Imagine the stoicism, the bravery, to be the 200th man in the queue, waiting your turn to deliver your honourable and honest answer before the sword.

         14 Except for those few who had escaped the siege in the forlorn breakout to Athens, living on as the stateless sons of a vanished city, Plataea’s men were dead. Their women and children were sold into slavery. The city was razed to the ground. The land was given to the Thebans.

         What’s the lesson to be drawn from the sad fate of the Plataeans? I suppose it’s this: all friends are great when they need you. Only some friends are great when you need them. This episode gives us one of the driest and most brutal lines in history, from Thucydides: ‘Such was the end of Plataea, in the ninety-third year of her alliance with Athens.’

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 6

            THE GEORGIAN UPRISING

         

         Beer brought me to this one.

         The Dutch island of Texel produces some very fine beer. It was also the site of one of the last, and most unusual, battles of the Second World War in Europe. (I’m hardly the first Englishman to be interested in the chain of Frisian Islands to which Texel belongs; it’s the setting of Germany’s then fictitious but deliberately portentous invasion plans in Erskin Childers’s brilliant pre-First World War novel The Riddle of the Sands.) The Wehrmacht had a ‘Georgian Legion’. Some were Georgians who had fled westwards after the Soviet invasion of their (beautiful) country and hated the Soviets. Rather more were captured Georgian soldiers.

         Those soldiers were given a choice by the Germans: go to the camps as prisoners, or fight with us (with the rations and perks of being soldiers) as a unit against the Russians. Given the conditions in the camps, what would you have chosen?

         The Queen Tamar* battalion of the Georgian Legion had been sent to Texel as part of the Nazi ‘Atlantic Wall’ 16 – the enormous fortification of German-held Europe against Allied invasion. But, as the backstory implies, their hearts weren’t in it. 

         Told they would be moved from Texel to face Allied advances on the Continent, the Georgians had other ideas. Overnight, on 5–6 April 1945, in the Georgian Uprising against their Nazi masters (with gallant help from Dutch resistance), they took over much of the island. It took the Germans over a month to take back the island. Combat was fierce. When battle proper had ceased, irregular resistance continued, with Dutch families hiding Georgians when they could.

         The Dutch sometimes get a hard time when the topic of wartime resistance is discussed, so this concealment of foreign fighters far from home in their ditches, dykes and houses pleases all the more. Amazingly, hundreds of Georgians survived in hiding amongst the Texel people until after the war – at which point the Allies promptly turned them over to the Soviets, under the agreements made by the great powers at Yalta. Whilst not as bad as later claimed by some, or as bad as the fates of others who were returned to Russia after the war – that is, they weren’t all summarily slaughtered or put into camps – their fate was hardly a happy one.

         Still, never ones to miss a propaganda trick, the Soviets turned the Georgian Uprising into a tale of Soviet heroes, complete with annual ceremonial visits to Texel from their ambassador to Holland until the USSR fell and a feature 17 film that simply pretended the rebels had been POWs, not Wehrmacht fighters.

         It is not a straightforward story. Some amongst the Georgians will have been willing fighters for Germany. Some amongst the Germans will have been unwilling conscripts, knifed to death in their sleep by the Georgians they had thought to be their allies. But the Georgians were on the right side of history. And from those coerced to serve by the threat of the camps to those who served because their homeland had suffered under the Soviets, their lives had been dictated by forces beyond their control.

         Thus was the fate of so many vassal states and their subjects throughout history, and that is what prompted me to think of this after the Plataea episode. That and the fact that beer has a strong influence on the places I read up on.

         What’s the lesson from this story? Perhaps it’s that if you forced somebody into something in the first place, then you can hardly expect them to cleave to the terms and conditions throughout…

         Lest this all sounds too gloomy, be assured it’s the second thought I have when ordering Texels beer in an Amsterdam bar† – the first being quiet admiration for the fact that whilst the brewery has a truly enormous output, the tiny island only exports half of it.

         
            * That the unit into which these soldiers were forced to serve was crassly named after the foremost monarch of proud Georgia’s golden age must have made their servitude all the more bitter. (Tamar the Great was the first woman to rule Georgia, 1184–1213. No relation to the river that marks the border between Devon and Cornwall.)

            † Bars are a sort of public socialising and drinking space, used widely by people in the time before coronavirus.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 7

            LEGIONNAIRES ON THE TARMAC

         

         Simon Murray is a magnificent lunatic who told his girlfriend that if she didn’t agree to marry him, he would join the French Foreign Legion. She didn’t, and he did.*

         Later recorded in one of the most compelling military memoirs of our time (Legionnaire), Murray fought in the Algerian war of independence. His memoirs are – and this is the largest #deanehistory understatement so far – not politically correct.

         There are many, many human-interest stories in his memoirs; some are of bravery; others lavatorial; others grim as can be. Suffice it to say he found himself amongst some of the toughest sorts on earth and had to muck in accordingly. I’ll choose one bigger-picture story to share.

         In 1961, things were touch and go for de Gaulle. ‘The Generals’ – retired army leaders and a group of old-school French colonialists around them – opposed the French government’s efforts to negotiate a peace with the anti-colonialists. A coup was very possible.

         The legion’s position was key. The long-threatened day of action came: Murray’s comrades seized Algiers. He and his unit drove in some pomp to the airport, cheered on 19 their way by hundreds of flag-waving pieds-noirs (French colonialists in Algeria). 

         Marines loyal to de Gaulle protected the airport. But not for long. The legionnaires were more numerous and, one dare venture, rather tougher. This is the sharp end of a coup: army unit against army unit. Soon, the legion held the airport too.

         Murray and co. slept in the hangar overnight, ready for a flight to Paris and the removal of de Gaulle the next day. But the energy of the coup petered out as de Gaulle openly appealed for support on the airwaves (or rather, given it was de Gaulle, he ordered it), and the people of France rallied to their President.†

         The plotters were rounded up; the legion was stood down. Murray and his unit drove back through silent, deserted streets, every window barred, every back turned to them. The legendary 1st Legion Parachute Regiment was disbanded. The legion builds their own barracks; overnight, they blew up their own. Those legionnaires sent to other units marched out singing – truly, life knows better images than art – ‘Je ne regrette rien.’

         Murray did his full five-year turn in the Foreign Legion. Afterwards, he married the girl, forged a remarkably successful business career (on the board of many businesses you know), became the oldest man (at sixty-three) to reach 20 the South Pole unsupported, is a CBE and a Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur. 

         He lives in Hong Kong, is now eighty-one and is probably wrestling alligators with an arm tied behind his back as I type.

         
            * She did later.

            † Malcolm Muggeridge was in Paris after the war and attended a service of thanksgiving at Notre Dame. A car backfired outside the church and, with the communal instinct of people who had endured years of war, the entire congregation dived for the floor – except, Muggeridge saw as he looked up from the deck, the person at whom someone might most plausibly have been shooting: de Gaulle, the tallest man there, stood tall throughout.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 8

            THE AROOSTOOK WAR

         

         Maine’s Aroostook County (or simply ‘The County’ to those in Maine) is massive. It is the largest county east of the Mississippi and it’s bigger than three US states. But it could have been bigger.

         The Treaty of Paris brought the American Revolutionary War to a close in 1783, but it didn’t define the border between the USA and British North America precisely. This mattered in Maine (which was not yet a state).

         In the war of 1812, which went rather well for the UK, much of Maine was occupied by the British. When the war was over, attempts to define the border more precisely were again unsuccessful.

         After Maine became a state in 1820, the issue reared its head again. King William of the Netherlands was asked to arbitrate. Reconciling the treaties with the maps was so hard that William gave up and proposed a compromise between the parties. Under William’s terms, Britain would get 4,119 square miles of territory and the USA would receive 7,908 square miles. Britain accepted the compromise; the USA did not.

         Tensions mounted. Forces were amassed. The ‘Aroostook War’ commenced. Whilst the ‘war’ had no casualties, two militiamen were, in the most Canadian thing ever, 22 injured by black bears. In truth, neither side really wanted conflict.

         Cue the Webster–Ashburton Treaty, which settled the border as we have it today. The USA got 7,015 square miles; the British got 5,012 miles. Had the Americans simply accepted William’s compromise, America would be circa 900 square miles larger today.

         This, by the way, still didn’t resolve things entirely. The USA and Canada continue to be at odds over Machias Seal Island (population: zero, bar lighthouse keepers) and North Rock (population: zero). The view, or views, of black bears on these outstanding issues remain unknown.

         Amusingly, in the course of the Webster–Ashburton business, the British had a map that suggested support for the American case and the Americans had a map that suggested support for the British case. Naturally, neither came to light at the time.

         What’s the Aroostookian lesson? It is a classic one about negotiation, really. Sometimes, pragmatically, the offer on the table should be taken, no matter how much it is resented and no matter what the grudges of history might be.

         And why is this episode on my mind? Aroostook is, like other rural areas, somewhat more conservative than the urban hubs around it. Due attention paid to this means that somebody – it would be invidious to say who – prevailed in recent office predictions over the re-election of Republican Senator Susan Collins.
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