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            Love in War is dedicated to the memory of the millions of ordinary people who gave their lives, physically and some metaphysically, in the pursuit of freedom, democracy and peace in the continent of Europe and its immediate neighbours – a struggle that continues today.
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         ‘This is a novel, but the events and historical individuals are real. The characters are fictional, inspired in most instances by people I have known.’
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            PROLOGUE

            LONDON, 4 MARCH 1946

         

         ‘Could this be the new beginning? The spring that brings new life? A re-awakening?’

         Joanna was lost in thought as she sauntered along a sandy path which led to the entrance of an imperious, early Victorian building. It had a foreboding arched entrance, heavy dark oak doors, above which was a red tiled roof with spiky gables pointing skywards. Despite being erected in the mid-19th century, she had detected that its style was mock Tudor, typical stone-dressed red brick, with towering, spiral brick chimneys. Everything about the place was odd, you might say daunting; but then it was an asylum. The Surrey County Lunatic Asylum. If you drop the word ‘lunatic’, then asylum is a good word. It can spell safety, shelter and protection, care, even peace. Her progress was interrupted. In the distance, she could just hear the screams and shouts of a woman in despair. She guessed, from one of the ward blocks. A patient, struggling to unchain and liberate her demons which had been with her lifelong and unlikely to let her go now. The Asylum was renowned for a heavy presence of long-stay patients, some remaining there for decades, often for ‘minor offences’ such as being a ‘slow learner’ or for a single uncontrolled outburst of aggressive behaviour. When she reached for the handle of one of the heavy oak double-doors and found them firmly locked, she turned and looked back down the path, straight as straight, aligned almost perfectly on an East–West trajectory. She took a few steps back, as if expecting the door to open imminently, but paused. As was her habit, she had arrived at least fifteen minutes ahead of schedule.

         ‘I suppose all the doors are locked in places like this,’ she thought, wondering how to fill the interlude. She became distracted by two men in hospital uniforms, starched white cotton jacket and trousers, which she had spotted in the middle distance propelling a trolley, one at each end, as elegantly as they could along a bumpy gravel path. There was no one lying on top of the trolley, but a crisp white sheet covered the body box below. She imagined it contained a recently departed on its final journey to the mortuary. The incongruous party disappeared into the mist which hung low over the path on which they travelled, unfurling across the orderly gardens and into the fields beyond. There was a farm behind hospital buildings which accounted for the sporadic bovine and porcine moans and grunts and their distinctive aromas. She had discovered that this farm had been a valuable source of decent quality food during the war and as important, it provided a therapeutic environment for the 2,000 or more inmates.

         The early morning chill had begun to lift, and she became aware of what would turn into a daffodil-studded lawn, beautifully manicured but densely spiked with confident, slender, upright dark green leaves held firmly by their pale bases, which were beginning to feed the bulbs below. The remains of the glistening overnight frost lingered. The ground was still cold and hard after the sharp winter, but she pictured the host of golden daffodils that was soon to be. She remembered the letter that Johnnie had written from Italy a year or more previously. He had gained such strength from Wordsworth’s, Despondency Corrected.

         The war in Europe had been over for nearly a year but only a few days ago the Greek Civil War had reignited, and Churchill was warning about the descent of a sinister Iron Curtain separating the West from Eastern Europe. Perhaps the only good thing she had read in the newspapers the previous week, she thought, was that Prime Minister Clement Attlee had agreed India’s right to independence and was pushing to make it a reality within the forthcoming year. She looked back at the austere doorway, but still no sign of movement. As she sat on one of the stone steps leading up to the door, her mind drained free of the matters of the moment and her thoughts wandered.
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         War changes people, she thought. Some grew up fast and simply survived, while others seemed to flourish, unashamedly. When a war is over, people sometimes say proudly, even boast about their war; I had a good war. Or is this just the language of John Buchan’s action heroes? Who knows anyone who had a good war?

         Other folk deviated from the paths to which they had been initially assigned before the outbreak of war and abandoned the mores of peace time. The ‘vulnerable’ collapsed into a void of despair. Few who saw the theatre of war, remained untouched by the devastation and destruction that it wrought. Theatre, yes, because at times it bore no relationship to an accepted understanding of reality. The images, sounds, the light; yes, the ‘Son et Lumiere’, the performance, took hold and haunted minds and memories to the grave.

         Many women were liberated by the opportunity to leave the home for work and found new and different sorts of love while husbands were away. Uncertainty about the future, produced these permissive and perhaps forgiving times, and allowed these secret acts to pass almost unnoticed and then perhaps wilfully forgotten. Some, a few, incited acts of violence and even death when aggrieved, damaged husbands returned. Some were uprooted and accompanied young children out of the cities, the social and industrial targets of the air war, to resettle temporally in safer places. That was evacuation.

         She took out the notebook which always travelled with her and, using the silver propelling pencil, a gift from her father on her 16th Birthday, she put these rising thoughts on to paper.

         
            
        We were two people born in the shadows of the Great War who were promised a better future in a world of peace and prosperity. But it was not to be. We were beguiled unwittingly by the aspirational and as it turns out, foolish politics of the day, which led an entire generation through a massive dark valley of conflict, leaving deep scars across all the peoples of Europe. These have persisted, despite measured and meticulous restoration of the natural and built environment. Nature has a way of healing the earthly ravages of man, but it cannot rewrite history. The vegetation of northern France – the corn marigolds, cow parsley, ox-eyed daisies, and cornflowers, soon reappeared from the scorched earth. New restless saplings arose through the soil to find the light, and the enigmatic red field poppies flooded back in abundance to bend and flutter once more in the cycling winds, waiting patiently for the sun to dry out their fertilised ovaries whose God-given intrinsic tensions cause them to burst and forcibly discharge a shower of black seeds, blown wide by the prevailing wind, to ensure propagation of the next generation. But the memories and dreams remain not far beneath the surface in the remnants of those who were slain the last time around.
      

            
        After a faltering journey and by the mystery of magical thinking, we found love as a way of hanging onto life. When we came to it finally, we did not think twice. We believed it would be the solution, a shield, a warm swaddling blanket that would bind us tightly together, whatever the future held. God had thrown us a metaphysical golden lifebelt. We will find ways to tell our story, maybe helped by others and sometimes filtered through their eyes.
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         This is a tale of love in war. They found each other in the ungainly turbulence of youth. They moved apart and then, at an extraordinarily serendipitous, decisive moment, perhaps in one of Cartier-Bresson’s, moments critique, their lives merged briefly. But then disconnected – pulled apart – this time by the relentless forces of war.

         There would be other ‘loves in war’ which would complicate and cut across their lives, but together, bizarrely enrich these troubled times. The complex human kaleidoscope can create a colourful, mobile, visionary time ahead, but every so often it is a fractured future, perhaps one that is impossible to repair, but like the coloured glass fragments of the kaleidoscope, it can be re-sorted and re-arranged.

         And this is also a story of secrets, some eventually revealed, others going to the grave with their holders. Love is almost always, perhaps inevitably, veiled in secrets.

         She looked up and was pleased to see the dominant minute hand of the great wall clock, sited above the entrance to the building, was just passing the half-hour. A light breeze was moving the mist upwards and away in steamy spirals and there was even a suggestion of a watery morning sun breaking through the low cloud. The white suited nursing orderlies, were retracing their steps but now free of the trolley, having completed their solemn assignment.

         The silence was interrupted by sounds of moving metal parts and the squeaking of the iron hinges of the grand front door. It opened just a few degrees, to reveal the dull lighting in the hallway. Joanna heard the soft muted tones of male voices. She stood up, straightening her grey-green Harris tweed jacket and box skirt, and re-positioning her turn-up brim, round crown fedora, and retreated a couple of yards down the path, anticipating an imminent dispersal through the opening. But instead, the door closed softly, and the voices were silenced.
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        I knew them both. Her better than him. Snowy, that’s what he called her, was my friend at school. We grew up together, but in doing so, grew apart. He came between us, as other friends can do. He tried to have me once in the trees at the back of the Queensmere, our favourite pond on Wimbledon Common, when we had just left school; but I was having none of it. I recall it 
        was after they had just broken up for the first time. He was looking for solace. I knew his intervention was imminent when he clumsily introduced the well-used line, ‘She doesn’t understand me. I just need someone to sort me out.’
      

            
        They met in the local Baptist Church in 1936. She was sixteen and still at school and he was racing towards twenty-one, but struggling to get his life on track, doing City and Guilds at ‘night classes’ after leaving school at the earliest moment at fourteen. He was studying paper manufacture – the science, practice, and commerce of the subject! They seemed so different.
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            THE BEGINNING

         

         
            ‘The beginning is the most important part of the work.’

            The Republic, Plato, 380 bce

         

         LONDON, 1936

         Most of their friends recognised that they were not a good match. It was already easy to see their manifestly different life directions. Speculative observers related this to dissimilar family and financial backgrounds, and the ambitions and expectations that seep in through family influences. But Johnnie was not to be deterred. He had seen something special in this young woman. He acknowledged that she was still a child when he first became aware of her but had watched her keenly for months from afar, quietly celebrating her beauty, independence and overt love of life. He dreamed that someday, even if it was not her, he would find someone like her, for himself. But at that moment, he could not imagine that anyone else could compare.

         Their friendship moved tentatively forward as the reluctant Spring finally brought the world back to life. The early days of March had been cold, with frosts and flurries of snow, but by its third week there were intermittent floods of bright sunshine warming air and earth, finally activating the sleeping spring bulbs.

         The church at the top of the hill brought them together. Both families were regular attenders. Johnnie and Joanna had framed much of their early social life through The Boys’ Brigade, Girl Guides, church choir and as teachers in the Sunday school. Johnnie idolised her. He could think of nothing else. He loved the way she looked, her spirit, her coquettish sometimes childlike behaviour but most of all he had seen her intellect at play. She was better educated than he, still at school, two years after she could have left, and planning to stay for another two in the sixth form. She was unequivocally middle class. Although he was not sure what that meant or where he was on the social spectrum, he knew that she was a cut above. This troubled him and raised serious doubts that they would ever make a life partnership.

         He was five years older, and it showed. As the years went by, he loved to tease her that she had been wooed and won while still a schoolgirl. In these early days, private moments together were scarce. He would look for opportunities to walk her home after Guides or a play rehearsal at church, but even walking slowly it took no more than fifteen minutes and lingering on the doorstep of their family home in Gartmoor Gardens, was strongly disapproved of by her parents, especially her father.

         She always sat with her parents during the morning service. Joanna adored this tranquil, spiritual time close to her father. Johnnie knew that she loved her father more than anything else. Respectfully, he kept his distance but could not resist peering between the rows of heads, his view impeded by the intensity of ‘hatted’ women in the congregation. He would get glimpses of her across the ranks of pitch pine pews, as she sang the hymns with heart and soul, gazing periodically up at her father and he, reciprocating with a smile. Towards the end of the Service their timid, apprehensive eyes might meet, but only briefly, as she had sworn to herself not to reveal anything of their friendship.

         Her task that year was to pass her school exams with a flourish, ensuring that her future educational trajectory would be sufficiently steep to secure admission to a good university. Her elder brother George was studying geography at University College London and a leading light in the University athletics team. She saw no reason why she should not do the same. She knew her father had high aspirations for her and would support her all the way.

         Johnnie had abandoned school as soon as he was fourteen, leaving without any credentials. Two years later in 1930, his father, Frederick, died and left the family poorly provided for. His elder siblings had been out at work for several years, providing essential financial support which made it possible for their mother, and some of the family to remain in the small, rented house after Frederick’s death.

         For the last year or so Johnnie had been working as a printer’s assistant in a local ink manufacturing factory. The distinctive smell that emanated from the ink production process, seeped through the factory’s open, metal-framed windows, crept under doors, and billowed from the tall tapering, cylindrical brick chimney, permeating every nose in the local community. It was a tarry, oily, inky smell. Everyone in Southfields knew when Ault and Wiborg was brewing ink. He began to realise that although the factory was a leisurely ten-minute walk to and from his home each morning and evening, it was too easy. There was no long-term future in that job; he was going nowhere. He was good with numbers, was literate, and wrote neatly with his treasured Parker fountain pen, yet he had no qualifications. There was nothing on paper. But he knew there needed to be if he was going to progress. Although the youngest and probably his mother’s favourite, life at home was chaotic, overcrowded, and impoverished, and overseen by a depressed and disaffected father and a totally exhausted mother.

         ‘Johnnie, before you come into the scullery for your tea, will you draw the curtains in the front room.’

         His mother was always mindful to protect the photographs and furnishings from the harmful effects of the late summer sun, which would inevitably find its way into the room at the end of the day.

         ‘Yes mother. I’ll do it right away.’

         He was standing on the front step with the door just open, watching the slow pageant of suburban street life, a drama set in a neighbourhood of limited resources. At the end of a pleasant summer afternoon, a ‘PSA’ as his father would sometimes refer to it, he would often remain on the front doorstep, almost in a trance, daydreaming himself out of this world into another. Street life played out gently before him, like a mediaeval painting. Although he was there, he was at the same time, disengaged. He watched the neighbours go about their daily toil, husbands returning from work, women pushing prams up and down the street to pacify fractious infants and older children playing street soccer, bat and ball, hopscotch, and kiss-chase. The chalk markings on the pavement for hopscotch remained from one day to the next until washed away by a brisk summer shower. In those days, the street was a safe place.

         Their street had no cars; the residents were too poor. Although there were still horse-drawn carts delivering milk and coal and collecting ‘rag-and-bone’ from people’s homes – summoned by raucous cries and a sonorous handbell – the street was still a secure space. Parents never gave a second thought about their children playing in the street. It was their special place.

         The sun finally slipped behind the roofs of the houses on the opposite side of the street, which signalled to Johnnie to close the front door and draw back the curtains, as requested.

         The only calm room in the house was the so-called ‘front room’. It was deathly calm. You entered by the first door on the right just two yards inside the street entrance, along a dark narrow hallway. The only light that penetrated the gloomy corridor was filtered through the two vertical panels of coloured stained leaded glass in the front door, which were common to every house in the street. A late Victorian design highlight – the only frivolous feature in otherwise dull utility housing stock. The door of the front room was always closed to keep it clean and dust free. The furniture was deep brown, the fabric covering the chairs was stained and worn, especially over the arms, except where the headrests of the armchairs were protected by an antimacassar. These were washed and starched every week even if the room had not been used.

         A tall glass-fronted mahogany cabinet, packed with porcelain and pottery trinkets, stood in the recess on the left side the chimney breast. The open fire was always set ready to be lit, but rarely used. No one spent long enough in the room to need the fire except on special occasions, such as Christmas. A small, dark-oak varnished bookcase stood in the alcove on the other side of the fireplace, sprinkled with knick-knacks but devoid of books. In the shallow bay window there was an oval gate-legged table encircled by four high-backed Victorian dining chairs with padded leather seats.

         A few ancient, bleached out sepia photographs displayed in dark wooden frames, adorned the walls, and covered most of the available surfaces. A selection of infants in their mothers’ arms or sleeping in lace covered cots and elderly relatives in classic studio poses. Two aspiring aspidistras grew imperceptibly in the dim twilight, cosseted in dark green glazed jardinieres perched at shoulder height on black marble columns, struggling to find sufficient light. In short, it was a miniature Victorian museum. Most of the contents of the room had been handed down from generation to generation and were devoid of monetary value. A room of inheritance. It had the mood of a mausoleum; a chapel of remembrance for the unremembered. Cool, calm, soundless and mostly protected from natural light by heavy, ancient mallard green velvet curtains, which were stretched across the bay window and rarely moved. And there was a distinctive smell in that room which never changed but was a curious blend of old carpet, soot, and a musty dampness which emanated from the bay window.

         On a Sunday afternoon at around 4 o’clock, Martha, Johnnie’s mother, would occasionally entertain a friend or relative in the front room. Johnnie, being the youngest, and one or two of his elder sisters, might be invited to join the tea party. It was the moment in the week that he dreaded most. Johnnie knew that his presence was required and that he never had a reasonable excuse at this time on a Sunday afternoon to absent himself from this family duty.
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         ‘If you want to get on in this life, Laddie, then you need to get more education under your belt than you’ve got right now. Right? So, buck up!’

         Lenny, more respectably known as Mr Leonard, had quietly spotted that Johnnie had potential and encouraged him to get back into learning.

         ‘You’re a bright lad. You could make something of yourself, but you need to get some exams. Why don’t you enrol for some evening courses down at the Battersea Poly? Get some qualifications.’

         ‘You’re right, Mr Leonard, I should. I never got on well at school. My elder brother Ralph did so much better. He has got a good office job now at the Admiralty.’

         ‘Well, there you go!’

         ‘And my elder sister, May, works for the Civil Service. Passed all the exams, and she’s well-paid too. She’s on a salary, not wages.’

         Johnnie knew what he had to do but struggled to find sufficient ambitious energy to take it to the next stage.

         ‘Well, there you are Laddie. There must be some good genes knocking around your brothers and sisters and I am certain you’ve got a sprinkling of them too. But you need to bloody well, get on with it!’

         Johnnie worked hard in the print room, always willing and prompt in his work but in truth, he was nothing more than a porter. Pushing trolleys of paper to the printing presses and collecting them again at the other end once the ink had dried. When the ink ran out in the print room, he would be sent with his trolley down to the stores to get a replacement tank. He was popular with the printers, and they slowly began to teach him their trade. But the printing industry was heavily unionised in those days and jobs often passed from father to son leaving little room for the entry of newcomers like Johnnie.

         ‘Thank you, Mr Leonard, I am grateful for your advice. And it’s given me some confidence to see what might be available at the Polytechnic.’

         Mr Leonard put his arm around his shoulder then gave him a friendly push towards the door, as if to windup the spring inside him to generate the energy required to make the next move. He had suffered by being the last of a large family. His father’s productive life had ground to a halt years ago and his loving mother had lost her spark. It was now just about survival.
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         Over the course of several months, Johnnie began to feel that he had made enough progress with the preliminaries and developed sufficient confidence to push his friendship with Joanna forward. He thought to himself, it’s now or never! He decided to make his move after the morning Service one Sunday in early Spring. He chose a day when his mother had indicated that she felt too frail to make the journey up the hill, leaving him a free agent after the Service. He was one of the first to leave after the Service and placed himself strategically at the bottom of the church steps, on the left side. In this position he could survey the scene, make a rapid assessment of the situation as it evolved, and then activate his opening gambit. He would wait there with as much nonchalance as he could muster until Joanna emerged, hopefully ahead of her father who he guessed might be delayed in conversation with other church dignitaries. He made a final check that his red rose buttonhole, freshly cut from the garden that morning, was decorously positioned. The plan worked superbly. She appeared through the church doors alone and immediately saw an outstandingly calm, relaxed, mature, rather good-looking young man below. She ran down the steps to greet him.

         ‘Johnnie, how lovely to see you!’

         She blew him an overly melodramatic kiss as she came towards him. He was not quite prepared for such a welcome, but he remained calm and delivered his well-prepared monologue of solicitation.

         Johnnie tentatively proposed that he and Joanna should take a day out together and walk across Wimbledon Common towards Richmond Park, taking a picnic with them. All was agreed there and then. But within a few days a letter arrived.
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            March 1936

            My Dear Jack,

            Well, I threatened you that I would write, but I really did not expect that I should have to do so, at least not so soon. Well, the fact of the matter is that after feeling frightfully thrilled about going out with you on Saturday I suddenly came down to the horrible realisation of a French  play which I have to go to on Saturday evening at the Wandsworth School and also, as fate will have it, the annual Inter-School Music Festival held in Islington has fallen on the same day from 9 am till 5 pm. So – the little girl will have a busy day.

            But really – isn’t it the very limit. I’m furious. Yes – I mean it. But there you will have a nice peaceful day won’t you dear – it will do you the world of good and make you fit and energetic for a Sunday walk.

            Be a good boy and take May or your mother out, won’t you? There is a George Arliss film on at Wandsworth on Saturday which I’m sure you will enjoy, or, if it pleases his Majesty better, Claudette Colbert, whom I’m sure you will not like, will be on at the Lyceum in a film with a most enlightening title, ‘She married her Boss’ (most unusual film I should say!!).

            Well, I really do not know why I am writing such utter tripe to you, but I know you will understand when I suggest to you that I am just recuperating from a perfectly foul English Language paper.

            Hoping sincerely that you are neither too bored nor too cross with me. 

            Cheerio

            Joanna

            X (a nice big one for luck)
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         This may be the moment for some clarification of Johnnie’s given name. He was christened Denis Jack Faraday. From the day he was born, no one called him Denis, sometimes spelt Dennis. Martha his mother always called him Johnnie but as he grew older and entered the workplace the diminutive was truncated to the mature form, John. During their early encounters, Joanna usually addressed him as Jack (although on occasions when being flamboyantly formal, she would use the binomial ‘Dennis Jack’). For simplicity’s sake, he will remain as Johnnie, at least during these early years.

         Johnnie was deeply disappointed and quietly irritated by the silly, juvenile tone of the letter. He so wanted some time to persuade Joanna that he was a person worth knowing. He knew they were from divergent backgrounds, but he needed time to show her who he really was and that he was going to make a success of his life.

         And then his anger burst. Who is this ‘little girl’ and ‘his Majesty’? Quite ridiculous. Why is she telling me to take out Mother or May? He paused, took a breath and regained control, and wisely wrote it off as ‘youthful exuberance’. His sister May was busy, and his mother was exhausted, so the time was his own.

         In the end, he decided to try the George Arliss film, Transatlantic Tunnel on the Saturday evening. A futuristic story of a fanciful plot to connect Britain and America by a sub-Atlantic tunnel. Arliss plays the British prime minister. Johnnie spotted that this was a rather obvious metaphor to build national confidence in the transatlantic relationship during these stormy times in Europe. He opted to walk home, hoping that everyone would have gone to bed by the time he got back. Instead, he found his mother sitting in her chair in the scullery on her own, nursing a cup of tea and evidently waiting for his return.

         ‘Is that you Johnnie?’

         She had heard him turning the key in the lock, and once inside with the door closed, he called back down the hallway.

         ‘Yes, mother, it’s me. You shouldn’t have stayed up. I am twenty-one years old you know mother, quite old enough to look after myself.’

         ‘I know, I know,’ she exclaimed in a mildly despondent, theatrical whisper.

         ‘I just find it difficult to go to bed without knowing everyone is at home. Would you like a cup of tea? There is one left in the pot, and it’s not too stewed.’

         ‘Thank you. Yes, I’ll join you, but I mustn’t be too long as I need to be up early for Boys’ Brigade. We have a full parade at church tomorrow morning.’

         ‘Would you like something to eat? I’ve got some fresh bread, and I could spread it with some delicious beef dripping.’

         ‘No thanks, mother, I’m fine.’

         They drank their tea and felt the temperature of the room fall, as the old black cast iron, coke-fired kitchen range burnt itself out for the night.

         ‘And how is that young lady of yours? Is it on or is it off? I can’t keep up with you young people.’

         ‘We are friends and usually see each other on Sundays, but she is always very busy with schoolwork and Guides. Her family keep her fully engaged with regular social events. We were going to go to Richmond Park for a picnic, but she had forgotten that she had a school music festival in Islington during the day and then on to a play at Wandsworth School in the evening.’

         ‘My goodness, she is a busy young lady.’

         ‘I am afraid I seem to always come second in her list of priorities! Not sure that her parents approve either. Me being an older man, and all that!’

         ‘Probably too young for you, Johnnie. You should find someone closer to your own age. Someone who has grown up a bit.’

         ‘Yes mother. But I… well, I do…’

         ‘Yes, of course. But we should go to bed and find our strength for tomorrow. Good night, my dear boy. God bless you.’

         ‘Good night mother.’

         He kissed her lightly on a cheek but lingered just long enough to collect the distinctive mix of fragrances from her face powder, which she applied economically to her nose and cheekbones and her signature Eau de Cologne that drifted forward from behind her ears.

         He waited for his mother to leave the scullery for bed, before he turned off the gas supplying the tulip-shaped wall light and prepared himself for bed.

         Johnnie was dismayed by the way the day had turned out. He lay in bed, flat on his back, gazing at the white distemper peeling off the ceiling and the yellowing stains from a leak in the roof many years ago. The curtains were part drawn, sufficient to allow the glow from the gas streetlamp to bring some warmth to his sad state. He felt rejected. How could she have accepted his invitation for a day out when she was already committed? Was she just chaotic and disorganised? Did she find it impossible to say no to his face – easier in writing? He tried hard not to even consider the possibility that it might be a manipulative gesture. Whatever the explanation, yet again, he felt a failure.
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         Johnnie’s father, Frederick had died five or six years before, leaving his wife, Martha, in a parlous financial position. Frederick had been raised in West Sussex by parents who ran the village store and bakery, centrally situated on the north side of the village green. He was minimally educated but had been apprenticed to a local corn chandler where he seemed to be progressing well. At some point after his father, William, had died prematurely in his forties in 1884, but before the close of the 19th century, Frederick left the family home in the West Sussex Saxon village of Lurgashall with a modest inheritance and came to London to seek his fortune as a corn chandler. He married Martha a country girl who had been in service in Huntingdon, and they soon started a family in a tiny four-roomed, terraced house without either a bathroom or running hot water. Despite the early grounding and apparent enthusiasm for the trade, his business skills failed him, and the enterprise collapsed taking Frederick’s inheritance with it. The family finances were salvaged by May, and her elder brothers who were soon out to work providing enough money to pay the rent and put food on the table.

         Despite these tribulations, Martha held the family together and Frederick passed his days, when the weather permitted, sitting on his favourite Windsor chair in their tiny south-east facing garden, usually with his back to the door of the outside lavatory – the only one in the property. The house had been built within the last thirty years so was supplied with cold mains water, town gas and was connected to the main drains, but the plain outside lavatory was otherwise only furnished with torn up squares of newspaper.

         Until his death, he dressed every morning in collar and tie, usually a three-piece suit with laced boots which covered his ankles, and it was his custom to top off the ensemble with a black bowler hat. His only important companion for the day was his tabby cat, Silky. But Martha was always close by, preparing his meals and generally watching out for him.
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         ‘So, tell me my boy, what are you going to do with yourself?’

         He took off his bowler hat and handed it to Johnnie who obediently held it in both hands in front of his stomach, looking at first glance as if he might be pregnant. Johnnie’s father was sitting in his usual chair, back to the outside lavatory and he was standing bolt upright a yard or so in front of him.

         Johnnie’s father had shown little interest in his academic progress at school and rarely found a moment to demonstrate much concern about his life thereafter. It was almost two years since Johnnie had left school, and he must have had a momentary flurry of guilt about his total disengagement with the life of his youngest.

         ‘I don’t know, Father. I have tried for jobs, but they all say the same thing. They are looking for somebody with experience.’ He paused for a moment’s thought.

         ‘I’m still helping Ernie with his milk round, but that is not going to get me anywhere.’

         ‘Ernie is a good man and a model son-in-law. I’ll not have a word said against him. He’s been very good to our Madge. And he stopped a few bullets in the Great War!’

         ‘I know, Father. I didn’t mean to sound critical but it’s not going to do for me. I shan’t be waiting around to take on Ernie’s milk round when he passes on.’

         ‘You should try the factory up the road, Ault and Wiborg. They are doing well now and one of the neighbours told me last week they are taking on apprentices. That would give you a start. There is always going to be a need for printing and printing inks. Just think of the newspapers for a start.’

         ‘I think I should have stayed on at school and sat some exams like May and Ralph.’

         ‘What, and end up in a stuffy office like the two of them? I never took any exams. It never seemed to hold me back.’

         ‘Yes, Father, but it’s different today. Employers are looking for people with qualifications. You need to be able to read and write and be good with numbers.’

         ‘You can read, you’ve got very tidy handwriting and you’re quick with mental arithmetic. Get a job and then get educated, like I did…’ – he leaned back on his chair and after a theatrically dramatic pause, he continued – ‘…in the school of life!’

         At that point Silky leapt off his lap and pursued a pigeon up the garden path.

         But it was after this conversation with his father that Johnnie walked into Ault and Wiborg’s offices and enquired about employment opportunities.

         Johnnie’s father had never faced up to his own shortcomings. He was a clever man and had potential but never worked hard enough to exploit his talents. He had failed to adjust to the competitive edge of post-war city life. Although he never spoke openly about any regrets, he believed privately that he should never have left the Sussex village where he was born.

         Soon after giving this piece of fatherly advice to his youngest son, his health began to deteriorate. Like many men of his generation, he denied there was anything wrong but had no money with which to seek medical attention. Martha constantly pleaded with him to get help. One night without any warning, he took to his bed at the usual time after an uneventful day and did not wake up. He should have been buried in the graveyard of St Laurence, the 11th- century church on the Green at Lurgashall with the rest of the family, but balancing convenience and cost, Martha decided to let him rest in the relatively new cemetery nearby at Putney Vale. Eventually, she thought he would be in good company.
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         Several weeks later Johnnie received another letter from Joanna, but this time from Gloucester.

         
            14 April 1936 

            My dear Jack, 

            How are you feeling? Very lonely? No, I expect you have got over that. Well, so far Gloucester is very fine, it has a wonderful cathedral of which I hope to take some snaps – from every possible angle. Oh – what do you think ducky. Breakfast was served at 8:30 am   IN BED   this morning. Oh yes, I’m quite a lady now. After reading five daily papers and listening to the Service on the wireless, I went out to look at the town. It’s quite a large one with crowds of fine shops including the inevitable Woolworths.

            Mrs Bullock – she is the mother of Phyllis who is about to marry my brother George – then took me around her church. It’s a fine old place, with some jolly good stained-glass windows in, they do make the church calm, peaceful and grand, don’t they? By the way, Robert Raikes, the founder of Sunday Schools, lived just opposite this church and when he died was buried in the church. Round his grave or family vault they have erected a little chapel in his memory in which the little beginners of the Sunday School hold their services. It really is delightful with a wonderful window at one end of it and a glorious thick pile carpet of a lovely blue on the floor. I should love to teach there; the atmosphere is so lovely. The Vicar of the church is a funny little fellow, a Frenchman, but rather unpopular with his congregation which is a pity of course. I had the privilege of being asked to sign the visitors’ book which I did rather nervously! This afternoon Phyllis’s brother Vivian, who works in Burton, came to tea – he is awfully nice, so friendly and interesting! Oh dear, I forgot who I was writing to! Don’t get jealous because there  is absolutely no need, seeing that this fellow is already bagged!! Meaning dear – that he is married to an awfully sweet girl.

            After tea we went for a spin in the car to see Phyllis’s grandparents who live in one of the many picturesque Cotswold villages. They were a very quaint couple, typical West Country folk, living very simply and happily. On our way back we picked some lovely white wild violets which grow in masses on the banks. (I enclose one for luck.)

            Tomorrow we are going to the pictures, I am not sure what we are going to see, I believe it’s to see Harold Lloyd in ‘Milky Way’.

            On Friday we are going to the theatre and on Saturday we are visiting Phyllis’s other brother, Charles, who lodges in Gosport. He is getting married in June and so we’re going to see his new house and wife!

            Well, I do hope you aren’t too bored. I will write again, perhaps if I’m very very good I might have a letter from you!

            Cheerio, Joanna x

             

            Please excuse ghastly green ink and pen.
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         Johnnie was deeply irritated by Joanna’s assumption that he would be ‘lonely’ if she was not around. And who was this person she called ‘ducky’? The truth of the matter is that he missed her terribly, his heart ached, and he thought about nothing else most of the time. But he resented being told that he should feel lonely if she was not around. He disliked her assumed pomposity.

         A few days later Joanna sent a ‘Real Photogravure Letter Card’ illustrated with a sepia image of Westgate Street, Gloucester, taken around the time of the Great War. Ladies in long dresses, large, broad-brimmed hats and fashionable umbrellas. She opened with,

         
            Are you still alive? I expect you are very busy enjoying yourself in peace for a while!

         

         She recounted a brief travelogue of a 300-mile drive through Hampshire, Wiltshire, and Gloucestershire in which she admires both the countryside and some of the major large towns and cities.

         On returning to London after her Easter holiday, the pattern of meeting on Sundays was re-established, but curtailed in May because of revision for school exams and again in June during the two to three-week period when the exams were taking place.

         On 1 June, Johnnie received a postcard from Joanna who was spending a week in Cobham in Surrey at a Girl Guide camp. It was written in pencil and barely legible.

         
            Camp is wonderful. The weather is quite good only a little rain, but the sun at the moment is absolutely boiling. We have been swimming in an open-air pool quite near – its jolly good fun and I am learning to do the crawl quite successfully. This afternoon we are off for a treasure hunt of five miles hiking around the country. It should be rather good, for the scenery here is super. Well cheerio until Sunday. 

            Joanna

         

         Johnnie dealt with the enforced separation by taking off to Cornwall for a week with two friends, Frank and William, fellow officers from the Boys’ Brigade. The three lads had a jolly time staying in an overcrowded youth hostel, bathing twice a day in the icy Cornish waters and enjoying spirit-lifting walks along the coast’s rugged cliffs. But Johnnie was constantly distracted. He was longing to get back so he could try and re-establish his friendship with Joanna. They exchanged sporadic letters during those early summer months, but direct contact was diminished. In early July he received a letter, the first for about three weeks.

         
            Mein Lieber Jack, 3.7.36

             

            I thought that this was a very fitting beginning eh! Well, mon cheri (by the way I am an internationalist, as you see) it seems a long time since I saw anyone to whom I could have a jolly good gabble to. However, I am having a very jolly time. Ursula Eichmann is the name of my German friend – she is awfully sweet and jolly. Her friend Elli is also staying with a Mayfield girl in Southfields and every evening so far, she has found her way round to our house and as you may imagine we have had a very lively time. By the way I am learning German and so we do a little gabbling in German also. It is quite easy to pick up really for some of the words are very similar, as you probably know, to the English words.

            They have, as I expected, expeditions arranged for them by the German authorities, but the English girls are expected to go with them to help – I suppose – so it seems as though I shall be kept pretty well occupied the whole time.

            Tomorrow we are hiking to Richmond Park all day and Sunday we are going to the Service at Westminster Abbey which I’m looking forward to very much as I have never been to a service there before. So, think of me midst the wonder and splendour of the Abbey whilst you sit in the simple and roughly built chapel at Southfields (rather should I say attend to the service and don’t think of me).

            Well do write to me won’t you. Please excuse this dreadful writing but my pen is bad! And this is the first letter I have written since my exam. Well, Ich lieber dich – by the way don’t take that seriously.

            Au revoir, 

            Joanna
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         In mid-July, Johnnie went off the annual Boys’ Brigade summer camp in West Sussex, near Bognor Regis. He was with his friends, Frank and William, both nice lads who lived close to Johnnie in adjoining streets and both had followed a similar track since leaving school at fourteen, with Frank working in the local OK Sauce factory in Merton Road and William on the production line for Frame Foods, a manufacturer of baby foods and infant formula, situated in a striking Art Deco building in Standen Road, whose external façade was dressed in dark green ceramic tiles. Embedded within the tiling was a ‘call for action’ to mothers – Nourish and Flourish. The difference between Johnnie, and Frank and William, was that Johnnie knew he could do better, but the others had not yet experienced that revelation. They loved the camaraderie of summer camp, especially when the weather was good, for it was an opportunity for them to get to know their cadets better and to introduce them to outdoor life and to reflect on their humanity and spirituality. It was an organisation firmly embedded in the Christian church and its traditions.

         Johnnie had written to Joanna as soon as he arrived, focusing mainly on a disastrous outing he’d had with a ‘perishing Primus stove’. The malicious combination of highly combustible fluid, high pressure and a naked flame had created flames that reached the sky accompanied by billows of acrid black smoke. The ‘pyrotechnics’ were vigorously applauded and accompanied by yelps of appreciation and much laughter from the group of excitable young cadets who were in the audience. Joanna commented on the event, including clear advice for the future in a letter which she sent to Johnnie at camp by return post.

         
            Sorry about the mess with the Primus stove. You certainly should try a wood fire – it’s so much easier, less dangerous and makes the food taste much nicer!

         

         The week under canvas passed quickly and the weather was kind with some warm days and just a little rain. But Johnnie could think only of returning to London to see Joanna. Her exams would be over, her German visitors would have returned home to Berlin and maybe there would be an opportunity to start again on building their friendship, to something which amounted at present to no more than just an exchange of letters.

         One afternoon, Johnnie and William decided to ask for a half day’s leave. They wanted to find Craigweil House, near Aldwick, which is where the King had convalesced after a chest operation some years previously and apparently coined the apocryphal expletive, ‘Bugger Bognor’. Their request was granted by the Commanding Officer on ‘patriotic grounds’. They also intended to burn off some energy on their bicycles which they had brought down on the train but so far had rarely used. Before they set off, they pumped up the tyres, put a little oil on the front and rear spindles and a few drops on the chain. With permission, they had scavenged a packed lunch and filled their water bottles, all neatly packed inside khaki army- style haversacks. They had examined the local Ordnance Survey map, located their camp close to Ferry Farm just north of Selsey Bill, a short walk from Pagham Harbour, and planned the route.

         They set off along a series of intersecting farm tracks before beginning the circumnavigation of Pagham Harbour. They eventually picked up a generous-sized B-road which took them north, but were soon struggling again on rutted lanes and tracks to get them over the northern perimeter of the harbour before picking up a decent road which would take them down towards Pagham Beach. This beach was well known for being unspoiled and relatively isolated. These features had convinced them that it would be a good place to escape to for a swim followed by lunch, which would give them a rest from the crowd of youngsters they had left behind. They passed endless fields and arable farmland, partitioned by high hawthorn and blackthorn hedges, but suddenly the view changed dramatically.

         ‘My goodness, what the hell is that?’

         William applied front and rear brakes with some force raising a faint smell of heated rubber as he brought his bicycle to a rapid halt with some bravura; he had forced the rear wheel into a 180° slide. Johnnie stopped alongside him but without raising a dust cloud.

         There were at least a hundred full-size, white military-style canvas bell tents pitched in neat rows across a vast expanse of farmland, mainly grassy, fallow fields. They were to discover later that the tents were pitched at Pryor’s Farm on the western edge of Aldwick. Johnnie was quick to comment.

         ‘This is not everyday camping. These tents have got wooden floorboards and there are proper beds inside.’

         ‘And look at the dining facilities. Smart folding tables and benches,’ William chipped in.

         Finally, they realised what they had tumbled into, when a squad of marching men in military attire, those infamous black uniforms they had seen previously at rallies in East London, not dissimilar to those worn by Hitler’s SS, came marching to the beat of drums, down the lane moving in the direction of Pagham Beach. Following closely behind was a larger, less disciplined group, mainly young boys in shorts and swimsuits, struggling to keep up with a haughty, older man who was striding out before them. He had a distinctive moustache and was also wearing a swimsuit which revealed a muscular, trained upper torso; he was demonstrably behaving like their leader.

         ‘That’s Mosely! Sir Oswald Mosley, the leader of the BFU. The British Fascist Union.’

         For Johnnie, everything had suddenly fallen into place. But William was still puzzled. Johnnie gave a couple of explanatory notes.

         ‘We must have stumbled into one of their summer camps. Apparently, it is an important occasion when the Blackshirts take the opportunity to brainwash their up-and-coming cadets, the ‘Grey shirts’, and to recruit new adult members. It’s a free holiday with everything provided. They even bring their own swimming raft and moor it in the sea off Pagham Beach!’

         William was feeling distinctly uneasy. He had heard about these people and their dangerous political proximity to the Nazis. Although they also wore military-style uniforms in the Boys’ Brigade, the Blackshirts’ alignment with Hitler and his ideas, unnerved him.

         ‘I don’t want to eat my lunch with that lot around. They give me the heebie-jeebies,’ William said nervously.

         ‘I agree. These are terrible people. Let’s start back towards camp and find a quiet spot to eat on the side of the harbour.’

         By now it was almost three o’clock, and once their lunch of hard-boiled eggs, buttered ham rolls, a crisp russet apple all washed down with a few mouthfuls of cool water was done, they journeyed back through farm tracks and pastoral country roads, much relieved to be away from that sinister, unnerving spectacle.

         ‘Good trip lads?’

         The Boys’ Brigade Captain waved and shouted at them as they rode past at remarkable speed, longing to get back to their tent.

         ‘Did you find Craigweil House?’ he shouted after them.

         ‘Well sort of. Just the front gates. But we couldn’t get access to the beach-front side of the estate.’

         They called out over their shoulders without stopping; their comments fired out staccato, almost in unison. They had decided that on this occasion, they would not share the full details of that afternoon’s adventures with others at the camp.
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         By the end of July, the pace of life for Joanna and Johnnie became more tempered, albeit transiently. By some miraculous, perhaps heavenly intervention, they were able to spend a Saturday afternoon together. They walked up to Wimbledon Village, past the All-England Lawn Tennis Club and across Wimbledon Common to the iconic Windmill, with its splendid isolation and inactivity. Joanna was bubbling over with excitement having just seen the German girls off on the train back to Germany.

         ‘Let’s go and sit in that shady area by the Well, near Caesar’s Camp.’

         Joanna ran ahead prancing and gamboling like a late spring lamb. They settled themselves down beneath an ancient oak, Johnnie leaning back against its majestic trunk and Joanna, initially unable to sit still for a second, eventually perched crossed legged on a mossy mound nearby.

         ‘Johnnie, you just won’t believe what a grand time we’ve had during the past three weeks. Ushi, or should I say Ursula, is just the sweetest person. We’ve had such fun together – never a cross word.’

         ‘I was sorry not to meet her. But I can see you did not have much free time.’

         ‘We were so busy! And now they’ve all gone rushing back to Berlin for the Olympic Games. Ursula’s father is a Commodore in the Kriegsmarine, the German Navy, and he seems to be able to whisper in someone’s ear and get invitations to any event of his choosing. She is going with him to the opening ceremony on the 1 August at the new Olympic Stadium in Westend.’

         Joanna leapt up and decided it was about time to go for a walk.

         ‘I was very impressed that you are learning German. Especially when you addressed me as Mein Lieber Jack, and signed off the letter, Ich liebe dich!’

         Johnnie stopped walking and looked across at her with a serious twinkle in his eye, waiting for her reaction.

         ‘Oh, stop teasing me, you beast. I told you in the letter not to take me seriously – it was a joke!’

         Johnnie wished she had meant it but knew she did not. Nevertheless, he was glad to have made the jibe.

         ‘We didn’t stop for a minute. Ushi and Elli loved the time they spent with us at school. They were so surprised that we had such relaxed relationships with our teachers.’

         ‘Really!’ Johnnie feigned disinterest.

         ‘I got the impression that the German education system is much more authoritarian than ours.’

         ‘It doesn’t surprise me. The whole regime is authoritarian. I would say, dictatorial.’

         ‘I think that’s unfair. Germany was impoverished and disheartened after the Great War; they had lost everything. Ushi said that they had been stripped of every ounce of self-respect.’

         ‘So, what! They deserved it!’

         ‘There were no jobs, no money, limited clothing and often no food. Whatever they say about Mr Hitler, he’s restored a sense of national self-belief. He re-established self-respect in ordinary people and created jobs.’

         ‘But most of them are in the army or work camps.’

         ‘So, what does that matter?’

         Johnnie decided not to react.

         ‘Ushi told me that Germany is full of foreign tourists who are fascinated to see the changes for themselves. There are even some quite famous people visiting. Writers, artists, politicians, and lots of other important foreigners.’

         ‘Well, he puts the fear of God in me. I just don’t trust him. He talks about only wanting peace. Mosley and our own British fascists say they’re pacifists and want peace. But I think they’re all liars. It’s not peace they want but power and purity. A pure German-Aryan race, and they won’t stop until they’ve got it. By any means available.’

         ‘Oh Johnnie, don’t go on. We haven’t seen each other for ages, and I really want this to be a lovely day.’

         ‘You’re right. I know. I do go on about this, but it’s because I’m scared. I’m worried about the future. Frightened. Yes, I’m petrified.’

         Joanna didn’t know quite what to say. The growing relationship with Ursula inevitably influenced her evaluation. She wanted to see the best in a tricky situation. She was reluctant to appear disloyal to her dear friend.

         ‘So, tell me more about your adventures with these Rhine maidens from the ‘Third Reich!’

         She looked at him intensely with petulant eyes but resisted the temptation to escalate.

         ‘As I said in my letter, for the first week or so the whole party of girls came to school with us and joined our lessons. Many of them already spoke good English. There was a huge photograph of us all taken in the school grounds which was published in the Wandsworth Borough News. We had linked arms and were striding through the gardens on our way to lunch, all looking very glamorous. Quite the talk of the town!’

         Johnnie had seen the photograph in the local paper but chose not to comment.

         ‘Then there were the endless day trips. I told you about our hike in Richmond Park. Ushi and Elli were amazed to see so many deer in a London Park.’

         ‘I expect they would have been wiped out by a hunting party years ago in a similar park in Germany.’

         ‘Oh, don’t be so stupid, Johnnie. That is a ridiculous thing to say. You really are in a mood today!’

         ‘Sorry. I’ll stop interrupting. Please finish your story.’

         He was beginning to push her to the limit and knew if he didn’t stop, he would ultimately regret it.

         ‘Well! Then we had a wonderful trip to Westminster Abbey. Ursula knew that our dear King George had died a few months ago and was eager to see his grave and I foolishly told her that he was buried in Westminster Abbey, with some of our other kings and queens. Of course, when we got there, we could not find him.’

         ‘I could have told you that!’ Johnnie was desperately fighting back.

         ‘One of the vergers disparagingly told us that he was buried in St George’s Chapel in Windsor Castle. I felt so stupid.’

         Joanna thought for a moment and then went into her bag and pulled out a diary as an aide memoire. She flicked through the pages until she found the right place.

         ‘On Sunday morning, Vera, my elder sister, Ursula, and I went up to Horse Guards Parade and Buckingham Palace to watch the changing of the guards. I had not been there since I was about six – centuries ago! The band was very fine, and Ursula was thrilled when it played one of Wagner’s famous pieces. Goodness knows what prompted them to do that? I told Ursula it was because she and Elli were there!’

         ‘Do you know what it was?’

         Johnnie’s mind flashed back to Hitler, whose obsession with the composer was well known. ‘I’m not sure. Maybe it was the overture to Tannhäuser?’

         ‘Ursula told me that Hitler’s favourite Wagner opera was Rienzi, particularly the overture. It was after hearing it, about thirty years ago, that he decided on a political career’.

         ‘Interesting that he loves Wagner’s operas; I have heard that they chime well with his views on National Socialism. Did you discuss his opinions on race and the so-called Jewish problem with any of the German girls?’

         ‘Yes and no. Germans know what he said about Jews in Mein Kampf, but they choose to ignore it or write it off as juvenile thoughts of an angry young man incarcerated in prison. He was an uneducated house painter at the time who only managed to reach the rank of corporal in the Great War. I think you can find some evidence of anti-Semitism in all countries in Europe.’

         ‘I agree. Our very own Oswald Mosley and his tribe of fascists certainly don’t hide their feelings. William and I ran into a crowd of Blackshirts near Bognor when we were at Boys’ Brigade camp, marching to the sound of a drum, looking quite menacing.’

         He paused for a moment, and seeing that Joanna was not immediately about to break forth again commented, ‘I have also heard it said that Wagner’s real father, his biological father, not the husband of his mother who brought him up, was possibly a Jew or at least half Jewish.’

         Joanna lost interest at this point.

         ‘Anyway, back to Buckingham Palace. After standing for about an hour in a crowd of very patriotic cockneys, a dark horse-drawn coach came out through the palace gates. Naturally, everyone gazed into it anxiously and to our utter amazement there sat Queen Mary looking, I thought, rather older and wearier than I had seen her look before. But maybe this was due to the darkness of the coach and her clothes.’

         ‘She must be still in mourning. It’s only six months or so since King George died. They were such a wonderful couple. They changed the way we think about the monarchy in Britain.’

         Johnnie was not a dedicated monarchist but recognised the strength of that royal partnership.

         ‘She must be very concerned about the uncertainty surrounding the future of their son and heir, Edward, our new uncrowned king. She always put duty to the country first, but Edward seems to have other things on his mind.’

         ‘I agree. He desires Mrs Simpson more than he wants the British Crown. She’s still married to her second husband! People say that Edward is another one of our own Nazi sympathisers from the British aristocracy!’

         It did not take long before Johnnie was niggling again about the Nazi threat.

         ‘I don’t know where you get all this from.’ Joanna was irritated and feeling out of her depth.

         ‘The death of King George is a terrible loss, especially in these uncertain times. They both had a special human touch and I think genuinely wanted to get closer to the people they serve.’

         ‘I agree.’

         Joanna was pleased that they seemed to be returning to common ground. Johnnie continued, ‘I shall always remember the time when Queen Mary had a cup of tea with a miner and his family in their tiny town cottage in South Wales.’

         They both paused for thought. Joanna was keen to move the conversation on. ‘In the middle of last week, we had a day trip on a paddle steamer to survey the Port of London and on Saturday we went to the Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre to see, As You Like It.’

         ‘And did you like it?’ Johnnie looked at her with a mischievous smile.

         ‘Yes, we jolly well did like it. So there.’ She resisted making any further comment.

         ‘On Thursday, Ushi and I went to the Royal College of Music to listen to a performance of Haydn’s, The Creation by students and staff. It was super – a really fine composition and the choir certainly did it justice. The German girls were really impressed with London life and its cultural opportunities.’

         Johnnie nodded, offering tacit agreement.

         ‘By an extraordinary piece of luck, the German group had planned a trip to Windsor Castle on the day before they were travelling back to Germany. Some of us English girls were invited to join them and finally, I was able to show Ursula where our dear King was buried in St George’s Chapel. I could not believe it!’

         ‘So, it all came right in the end. It sounds as if you had a grand time together.’

         ‘Yes, we did. It was a very special time, and I never would have imagined that we could have become such close friends.’ She paused, taking time for thought. She began again, but more slowly and thoughtfully. ‘That last evening we spent together before they all left to go back to Berlin, was the moment when I really thought we would be friends forever. Father was working late and after a light supper with mother, Ushi and I retreated to the drawing room to talk, just the two of us. We spent most of the time, sharing thoughts about our fathers and how important they were to us. As I may have said before, Ursula’s father is a career naval officer and is often away, a bit like my father. But we both have the same deep affection for these adorable men, which they both reciprocate, explicitly.’

         ‘It must be good to have a friend to whom you feel so close. And amazing that you found each other in these uncertain times.’

         Johnnie had a moment’s sadness when he realised that although he had friends, none had ever generated the same degree of intimacy as Joanna and Ursula had experienced.

         ‘I do wonder about Ursula’s father being in the Navy and all that. He is obviously doing well and she told me, I have to say in whispered tones, that he was now working for a senior Admiral who is exceedingly influential and would like her father to join him in a new department he is developing – something to do with military intelligence. I suppose I’m worried that he, and possibly she, could find themselves in a difficult position at some point, even if personally, they are opposed to a war.’

         ‘Yes, I see what you mean. At one level, promotion is good but to find yourself at the top of the pile, and at the same time heading towards a massive disaster, could be problematic.’

         Johnnie was unambiguously uneasy with the paradox.

         ‘I suppose what will be will be. But what I am certain of, is that our fathers will always be very dear to us. I suspect, secretly, that we are both looking for someone who will eventually take over their role. So, there’s something to think about.’

         Johnnie seemed rather shocked by this remark and immediately wondered where he might fall on the paternal replacement spectrum. He gave a gentle nod of acquiescence but failed to find any appropriate words of reply. He moved the conversation in a different direction.

         ‘Are you planning to go to Berlin?’

         ‘I am hoping to visit as part of the exchange, in a year or maybe two. I’m really looking forward to seeing Berlin and all the changes in Germany we’ve been hearing about.’

         ‘I shouldn’t wait too long. Everything I hear suggests that Mr Hitler has big plans and he’s on the move. Our politicians are bending over backwards to be nice to him, forgetting that he has supreme power and can do just what he likes.’

         ‘This is just scaremongering. You’re being ridiculous.’

         ‘Well, if he is intent on peace, then why is he building up his Army, Navy and Air Force on a massive scale, and against everything that was agreed in Versailles after the last war?’

         ‘Come on, let’s take a walk while it’s still sunny’.

         The best of the day was over, and a cool breeze was beginning to pick up and send cyclical but chaotic rustles through the beeches, hornbeams, oaks and elms that had inhabited that part of the common for centuries. They walked quickly down the slope past the spring that almost never stopped running, down to Beverley Brook. Johnnie walked ahead to the bridge and looked up and down the tree-lined rivulet. About thirty yards upstream a dog was wading playfully in the shallows, snout in the water, while its master watched in pleasure. He signalled to Joanna to join him on the bridge and enjoy the unspoiled woodland beauty that surrounded them.

         ‘So, when shall I see you again? Aren’t you off to Guide camp again soon?’

         ‘First thing tomorrow morning. Which reminds me, I should be getting home to pack. I’ve not even started.’

         ‘I’ll write to you if you give me the address.’

         ‘It’s unforgettable –The Wilderness, Milford-on-Sea, Hants.’

         ‘You’re so right. One could say, memorable!’

         ‘We went there last year. Beautiful countryside, lots of trees and wildflowers, majestic cliffs, a beautiful clean and seaweed-free, shingle beach and chilly but invigorating sea swimming. And perfect views of the Isle of Wight and The Needles Lighthouse. Just a shame that I shall be surrounded by hordes of very young, giggly Guides.’

         ‘Come on we should get you back. You’ve got a lot to do before you leave tomorrow. You will write, won’t you?’ Johnnie took on a protective air.

         ‘Yes of course. Don’t I always?’

         [image: ]

         But as soon as Joanna got back from camp, it was the start of the autumn term and first year in the sixth form. An important year when she would study the subjects which would prepare her for university entrance. There was limited time for socialising other than brief exchanges on a Sunday morning after church. Johnnie became rather gloomy and could see their relationship was falling between the cracks through no fault of either of them. She had other priorities which he could see were taking precedence. He made one last attempt to get together just before Christmas. The chosen time was the afternoon of Christmas Eve, while there was still daylight. But amongst the post that morning lying on the front door mat, there was a small envelope without a postage stamp, addressed to him.

         
            Dear Jack,

            I’m very sorry indeed but I’m afraid I shall not be able to come out this afternoon owing to my parents deciding to make a visiting tour of relatives and friends. Thank you very much, all the same. I am very disappointed.

            Yours sincerely,

            Joanna

         

         She must have delivered it by hand the previous evening. He was slowly realising that this was just not going to work. He was ready to try and build the relationship, but she was ambitious and wanted to complete her education and think about a career. He was distressed by the realisation that perhaps he was just not good enough for her. The gap between their families was too great and frankly his life, at least as far as work was concerned, was going nowhere. He realised that he had allowed complacency to replace ambition. He had invested all his energies into this relationship and neglected his own development. He was reminded of the wise words that he had received from Lenny, his boss at the printing factory.

         [image: ]

         Johnnie knew he needed more education and training and longed for a respectable job. He eventually took Mr Leonard’s advice, offered with concern a couple of years previously, and enrolled at the Battersea Polytechnic to study paper technology in late 1934. After finishing work on a Thursday evening, he would walk down from the factory to Merton Road and take the bus to Battersea Park Road; on fine days, in the warmer months, he would cycle. The Polytechnic was on the site of the former Albert Palace; constructed to a similar design to that of the Crystal Palace which had provided a home for the Great Exhibition, the brainchild of Prince Albert.

         He was with a nice group of lads, all coming from similar backgrounds but after three hours of lectures there was no time or inclination to socialise, so he would take the bus or his bike back to have supper at home. He received instruction in the ancient history of papermaking starting with papyrus and moving on through to contemporary technologies using wood pulp, rags and other recycled materials. He studied the physical chemistry of papermaking and then the manufacturing technology which finally produces sheets of paper. After three years, and some experience in answering past papers, his lecturer gave him some written advice before taking the final exam.

         
            Based on your answers I think you stand a chance of a 2nd class pass. But I would suggest you put in some intensive swatting during the coming week to make this chance a certainty, and to give you an opportunity to pull down a ‘First’. A few tips:

            Do the easy questions first and concentrate on ‘the teasers’.

            Leave several lines after each question, then you can add any other details which you may remember later.

            Make your answers as ‘meaty’ as possible.

            Frills take time – the examiner is testing you on paper knowledge not on flowery English. Tabulate where appropriate.

            Make it as easy for the examiner as possible – he must mark over one hundred papers and anything that will put him in a good mood is worth doing.

            Above all, do answer the question.

         

         Johnnie was disappointed with the final assessment. He did well on his classwork and homework through the year, but underperformed in the final examination passing 2nd class, and well away from ‘pulling down a first’. Nevertheless, he had a qualification of some sort at last and so he drafted a letter which he sent to three of the major paper manufacturers in the City of London – The Dartford Paper Mills Ltd, Bowater’s and Lloyds Sales Ltd, and Alex Cowan and Sons Ltd.

         
            Dear Sirs

            I should be glad if you would let me know whether you have any vacancies in your department. I have had nearly five years’ experience in a printing office and am studying paper technology at the Battersea Polytechnic.

            As prospects of advancement with my present firm are somewhat limited, I would like to make a change and am therefore writing to ask if you could do anything for me.

            Thanking you
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         Within two days of sending these letters he received a polite but brief reply from each, which were almost identical.

         
            Dear Sir

            Thank you for your letter of 20 September, but we much regret that we have nothing to offer you at present.

            Yours very truly
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         Johnnie was utterly disheartened and fell into a deep gloom. He felt he had no future. All he could see ahead was the same pathway of demise down which his father had travelled. He wished he had some of the ‘get up and go’ that he saw in Joanna. She was always striving at full tilt and seemed to know exactly where she was going. But he was eternally empty and fatigued, lacking confidence to set goals for the future. There was little encouragement from anyone at home. He suspected his mother was happy to keep him by her for company and even she, who had once been aspirational for her older children, had become drained by her husband Frederick’s relentless striving to ensure that everyone, like him, should be educated exclusively in ‘the school of life’.

         There was something else. During the past months, he had observed that Joanna was losing some of her more irritating childish ways and was growing into a purposeful and an aspiring young woman. Since the German student exchange visit, she seemed more confident and better engaged with the changing world order. Despite his interest in current affairs and a love of discussion and debate, he was fully aware that he was poorly educated. It was becoming apparent from watching Joanna, how those additional years at school could have influence and how aspirational her parents and teachers were for her future. They did not push her but constantly reinforced the value of the power of learning. And she regularly heard stories from her brother George who was flourishing at university both academically and in his chosen sport of middle-distance running; his aspirations seemed limitless.

         Johnnie never engaged in these discussions directly but became progressively more sentient of the gigantic gulf that existed and one that was continuing to grow between his life experiences so far, and the missed opportunities, compared to the boundless horizons of the world that Joanna was inhabiting. These matters were never confronted directly although he could see that she found his life and work rather unchallenging and at times expressed dismay that he seemed to be so doing so little to change the situation.

         ‘Johnnie, when are you going to get promotion at work? Maybe you should think about another job? I’m sure you could do much better.’

         These questions would trickle out from time to time, but Johnnie would retreat, partly reflecting on the matter at hand and then, after an inexplicable delay, utter an inaudible response. And there the matter would rest until another day.
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         He would still see her from a distance at church on a Sunday for the first few months of the following year, but then nothing. By the summer, she had gone. Disappeared completely. He wrote once or twice but his letters were returned by the Royal Mail because of failure to be delivered – returned to sender. He made a few enquiries, but nothing. And then eventually he spoke to one of Joanna’s friends in the Guides who said she had moved, although advised that she did come back to the area from time to time to visit relatives. It took some persuasion on his part, but eventually she gave him her new address and explained why the family had moved out of London into Surrey.

         In July 1937, her father, still in his mid-forties had died suddenly of a heart problem. The family were devastated by the loss and because of financial difficulties had to sell their house and move to a smaller, recently built property outside central London, in the Morden area. Johnnie wrote to the new address but did not receive a reply.
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         Johnnie was aware that the world changed in 1936. In March, the Germans took back the Rhineland, in May the Italians under Mussolini invaded Abyssinia, July saw the start of the Spanish Civil War after a Republican revolt against yet another fascist dictator in Europe.

         And in the summer of that year, Ursula and Elli, seventeen-year-old Berliners had come to London. Soon after they left for home, Adolf Hitler hosted the summer Olympic Games in Berlin. Despite the political tensions between Germany and England during the rise of National Socialism, there was a tireless, penetrating fascination from both sides to understand each other. Joanna and Ushi had been writing to each other for some months as pen friends, part of a formal bilateral friendship scheme to build understanding between the two nations.
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         Joanna’s Journal:

         
            London, 1937–38

             

            31 July 1937: I was 17 and still at school. The death of my father at this point in my life was a most devastating event. I adored him totally. He was everything I could ever have dreamed of; no other man could ever rise to these heights. He was loving, charming, always full of joy, had a beautiful singing voice and was devoted to our mother. He died when he was just forty-six, some would say not even at the prime of life. This was a devastating blow to us all, but my mother and I felt it most profoundly. My elder brother had already left home and was away at university. Our younger sister was almost too young to have had an adult relationship with him, and like my brother, our elder sister had left home and was working as a children’s nurse. She was never close to any of us; she fought life alone. I think my mind and spirit, of all of us, was closest to his. I believe he had high aspirations for me. University, one of the professions, a modern woman with ideas, living an independent life. Despite his traditional upbringing he was a believer in the liberation of women. Women’s voices dominated our home and family life. A spirited mother with three daughters was a powerful majority. He often joked, calling us the ‘Three sisters’. He would never have called himself a feminist; it was a word we didn’t use at home. But he anticipated a change in women’s roles. He encouraged all of us girls to ensure that our education would ensure independence, the ability to work and thus avoid economic entrapment.

            My mother was completely lost. They had been together almost twenty-five years and had never been apart. We lived comfortably and he must have been reasonably well-paid working as a senior administrator at the Imperial Institute, but there were no financial reserves and his pension was modest in the extreme, largely due to the stark reality that he had not accrued the benefits of working a full life until retirement. Mother had to make some major urgent adjustments; we all needed to be working with great speed to contribute to the running of the family home and other daily expenses. My dreams of going to university were curtailed, and instead I went to teacher training college to ensure that I would be in the workplace within two years. We sold the house in South-West London and moved to a smaller, less expensive, but new house in the distant suburbs, beyond the end of the underground at Morden.

            I disconnected with my former life, partly as a way of dealing with the loss of my father and the disruption that it had brought the family, and partly to be free to grow up. Everything around there was just too painful. We found a new church, a new youth group and gradually made new friends but I rejected all advances and had no interest in any form of emotional or physical intimacy or dependency. I focused on my studies to enable me to be a teacher, threw myself into school practice but continued as a Guide and Brownie leader. I produced plays for the church youth group and even wondered whether my love of the theatre could ever lead to gainful employment. These fanciful thoughts were grounded by reality and the need to get a job that provided a regular salary.

            Just over a year before he died, in April 1936, he wrote to me during an Easter holiday break that I was spending in Gloucester with Phyllis, the woman who was about to become my dear brother’s wife.

             

            Imperial Institute London, S.W.7

            Tuesday 21.4.36

         

         
            Dear Do-Do,

            We are missing you frightfully, but it is good to read your letters and to know you are enjoying your time with Mrs Bullock and my future daughter-in-law.

            It is a fine thing to make good friends – for it does not matter in what circumstances you find yourself – rich or poor, ill or in health – the good friends that we make will add something to life that nothing else can. So, when we’ve made them, let’s keep ’em.

            We, of course, are looking forward to the weekend when Phyllis will bring her mother and you to London and to us. You will love the drive, perhaps the weather will brighten up and then everything will be grand. 

            Give my love to all at No. 10. 

            Lots of love to you, 

            Yours, Dad

         

         Joanna’s Journal:

         
            31 July 1937: This brief handwritten note has stayed by me. Only he called me Do-Do. It was his special name for me. My brother and sisters had to be content with their ordinary names, only I was given this affectionate diminutive, more a sound than a name. I cannot remember when he started to use it, nor can I recall its origin, it was part of the secret between us. The dodo is of course an extinct, flightless bird not seen for several hundreds of years, and I was once told that its name derives from a Dutch word meaning ‘stupid’, but I know he meant something different.

            I read his letter again and again, just to hear his voice and to share his wisdom. I was always slightly mystified by his comment on the value of friendship. Who was he talking about? Phyllis? Probably not. I had written to him about my growing relationship with Ushi – maybe?

            He had a modesty and deep empathy that stays with me. I keep the letter neatly folded in its envelope, at the back of my journal. His premature departure broke my heart. But the space in my heart that he had occupied, collapsed and I could find no place for anyone else.

            We had photographs of course, but there was little that I could physically hold on to that kept him close. Soon after he died, I received a postcard from my former headmistress; I keep this in my journal too. She was on summer holidays in Yugoslavia, staying in Hotel Sumratin in Dubrovnik. The black and white photograph on the front of the card showed the old city, sitting solidly on its rocky peninsula pressing out into the Adriatic Sea.

             

            Hotel Sumratin, Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia 

            17. 8. 37

            I do so hope that you have had some rest and change, and that life is settling down a little for you all. This is a most thrilling and exciting place and carries you straight back to the Middle Ages. Hope you are looking forward to next term.

            Love, A C

         

         Included with the card was a sheet of notepaper on which she had written out a poem, one of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Portuguese sonnets, which I found out later was Sonnet XLIII, ‘How do I love thee?’

         
            
               How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

               I love thee to the depth and breadth and height

               My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight

               For the ends of being and ideal grace.

               I love thee to the level of every day’s

               Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light.

               I love thee freely, as men strive for right.

               I love thee purely, as they turn from praise.

               I love thee with the passion put to use

               In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith.

               I love thee with a love I seemed to lose

               With my lost saints. I love thee with the breath,

               Smiles, tears, of all my life; and, if God choose,

               I shall but love thee better after death.
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         Joanna had left school the summer after her father died and successfully applied to Furzedown College, one of the South London Teacher Training Colleges. The course was two years, so by the summer of 1939 she would be a fully qualified teacher and ready for the workplace. Her mother had managed to buy a recently completed new house in Morden which would be ready to move into about the time that Joanna started her course. Joanna thought it was a rather ugly little house, cramped and clamped together with many others, probably hundreds, in a terrace, like a row of upturned matchboxes, constructed in ugly red brick with rectangular bay windows in the front, nothing like the elegant late Victorian terrace of yellow London Stock in which she had grown up in South London.

         She would live at home and make the daily trip to Tooting on the Northern line. She soon made some new friends, remained active in her local church in North Cheam, teaching at Sunday school, regularly herding unruly groups of gaggling young Girl Guides through the Surrey countryside, and producing spirited plays ‘with meaning and message’ for the local amateur dramatic society. She filled every moment of every day. She found it easier that way, leaving no time to contemplate the gaps that had been left by the loss of her father, leaving school, and moving home. She got up each morning knowing that the day would be replete with activity, thus minimising the time for reflection and the generation of bleak thoughts.

         She remained in close contact with her German friend Ursula who would stay on another year at school before deciding on the next steps, probably university, may be a technical university, as she was good at science and mathematics. Ursula was contemplating a career as a senior administrator in the civil service. They exchanged letters once every month or two. They revealed some information about themselves and their families, but both were aware of the constantly changing external environment and the need for discretion in the way they expressed their views in letters, particularly about the ongoing political situation. Correspondents between the two countries were advised to be cautious, as there were suspicions that incoming and outgoing mail from Germany was subject to scrutiny and possibly censorship.
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         As 1937 rolled into 1938, it was clear that tensions were rising. Concern was growing that the declared political intentions of the German leadership could put peace across Europe in jeopardy. Nevertheless, the girls were great friends; Joanna still relished her engagement with the German language and their exchanges remained warm, supportive and family focused. Ursula was deeply distressed by the death of Joanna’s father who she had met on several occasions during her visit to London. He was very different from her own father, but she appreciated his kindness and the way he and his wife had welcomed her into their home. Ursula thought to herself – ‘a man who has a wife and three daughters, knows how to talk to women.’

         Through exchange of letters, they planned Joanna’s visit to Berlin in the summer of the following year, 1938. As Joanna was no longer at high school, this would be a private visit which she would organise herself, but with financial help from her mother. Mother would purchase the rail ticket and provide some pocket money, but on arrival she would stay as a guest in the Eichmann’s home, a mirror image of the arrangements of the previous year. She applied for her first British passport in anticipation of a visit the following year and this duly arrived in July 1937, signed by the Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden. The following year, she applied to the German Embassy for a three-month tourist visa which was delivered in early July, ready for her planned August departure. By this time, Eden had fallen out with Prime Minister Chamberlain over his appeasement strategy with Hitler and decided to resign.
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         Joanna wrote in her journal on the day she received her passport back from the German Embassy. It now contained a large imperious Visa stamp occupying most of page 7 of the Visa section of the passport, signed by the consul and over-stamped by the familiar German insignia – the Eagle with its outstretched wings, perching on a circular laurel wreath which contained at its centre the dreaded swastika.

         
             

         

         Joanna’s Journal:

         
            1 August 1937: How extraordinary that I shall be travelling to Germany in such unpredictable times. Maybe in a year, everything will have changed. Apparently young and old alike are travelling from many European countries to see and experience this new prosperous, ascending Germany. Hitler’s government is supporting student exchanges in schools and universities, the arm of friendship is being extended to senior politicians, aristocrats, particularly those leaning sharply towards Hitler’s right hand, like Mosley, the Mitford’s, Wyndham Lewis and others and even royalty. Last year American and British visitors were the most common. Allegedly there were more than half a million Americans alone. I am sure it will be safe, and how wonderful it will be to see dear Ushi again!

             

            October 1937: I was shocked to learn that our uncrowned ex-monarch Edward VIII, now Duke of Windsor, and his now thrice-married wife, Wallis, formerly Mrs Simpson, were entertained by the Führer and his consort Eva Braun. It was reported in the newspapers that Miss Braun remained in the bedroom during the visit to the mountain hideaway, his Berghof, in Berchtesgaden in southern Bavaria.
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         Early in 1938, Johnnie wrote again to Joanna, promising himself it would be the last time and already accepting that there would be only a slim chance of a reply. After many weeks, a week before Easter, he got a response.

         
            ‘Grantchester’

            8.4.38

            Dear Jack,

            As you anticipated I was extremely surprised to receive your letter. But it’s nice to hear from people just now and then – that they are still alive and kicking!

            I’ve been having an extremely busy time lately. I’m on school practice – teaching babes of five and under. It’s really great and surprising the amount one can learn from them. They’re really a marvellous lot of kids and come with the most funny little stories and tell them at the most awkward moments – usually when you are trying to get something ‘home’ about the letter ‘A’ – Little-John-in-the-corner will yell, ‘teacher, my mum’s bought me some new boots’ – Ooh dear, you sigh – still it’s good fun.

            I wonder if you enjoyed ‘Olivet to Calgary’ the other Sunday. You remember, the sacred cantata by Maunder. Gosh, I thought it went awfully well and didn’t Will put his heart and soul into it? I thoroughly enjoyed it.

            I miss my sing in the choir on Sundays. I haven’t joined the choir at North Cheam because I really haven’t time but I still do my ‘bit’ in the Sunday School – I have a jolly class.

            The young people at church are really fine, and we have great times – they have made Marion and I feel awfully ‘at home’.

            I’ve been frightfully interested in the ‘Oxford Group’ for ages now and have found three people at North Cheam also very interested so, we really mean to  do  things.

            Well, I must dry up now – I didn’t mean to write so much – ‘still what’s done cannot be undone’ (says Lady Macbeth).

            I wish you all the very best in the future – I am sorry I’m afraid I cannot come out Jack.

            Yours sincerely 

            Joanna

         

         Johnnie was devastated. He knew this was the end of their friendship, at least its romantic element, and accepted there was nothing he could do to change the situation for the better. He read through the letter again, looking for glimmers of hope, but he found nothing.

         He thought it rather strange, however, that she should give her address as ‘Grantchester’. He checked the post office franking stamp on the front of the envelope, and it had quite clearly been posted in Sutton (certainly not Cambridgeshire), the place she had moved to with her family after her father had died, and presumed therefore, that it was an affectionate neo-nominal added by Joanna herself.

         He recalled an occasion when they were out walking on Wimbledon common, when she recited a poem with that name in the title, The Old Vicarage, Grantchester. He remembered that it was written by Rupert Brooke, who she told him had died of a non-battle injury on the way to Gallipoli. She was devoted to him. He was the heartthrob of this time, having many of the attributes of a Greek God – flowing blond hair, glamorous looks, a modern romantic – and not surprisingly, the idol of many young women of a certain age, like Joanna.

         The past few months of ‘not knowing’ had been stultifying for Johnnie. He had made no progress in assembling those vital, inner resources that would enable him to move forward into a different place in the world. He did need to move on. He must get a job with prospects, something that would challenge his intellect and allow him to develop as a person. Something that would make him feel proud and confident again so that he could find someone like Joanna who had initiative and ambition, and content to break with convention. Now, he had nothing.
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         BERLIN, 1938

         Joanna’s family were increasingly concerned about the visit, heightened by the Anschluss in March when Hitler took Austria back into his ‘neo-German Empire’. A ‘reunion’ as he saw it, between two German-speaking nations. Nothing more, and nothing less. Ursula knew this might raise anxieties and possibly even derail Joanna’s visit. She had researched international opinion quite widely and expressed the view in several of her recent letters to Joanna that the British press took the view that many people in England were not opposed to Germany taking back territories which hosted German-speaking peoples, providing those nations, like the Rhineland and Austria, agreed with the territorial rearrangements and that the changes took place without hostility, loss of life or domestic hardship. If it was supported and thought to be beneficial to both sides then why should there be any concern; it was a local matter? It was well known in Germany, Austria and in Europe more widely, that Hitler had been born in Austria and felt great affection for his birthplace. Ursula would always close this debate by mentioning the result of the Austrian referendum just four weeks after Anschluss when more than 99 per cent of Austrians voted to support the new union with Germany, or as Hitler ‘prescribed’ it in Mein Kampf more than ten years previously, ‘the return to the great German motherland’. Joanna questioned the validity of a post hoc plebiscite, thinking that Hitler was sufficiently powerful to obtain any result that best suited his next move.

         But many were not convinced. Other national borders were also being threatened while the rest of democratic Europe was watching, paralysed, almost speechless and certainly without any obvious visible resistance or intervention. There was still a rolling wave of pacifist thinking that washed away many of the more retaliatory thoughts, which played into Hitler’s own frequently stated philosophy of not wanting another war. He just sought to take back, as he saw it, what was rightfully his. He was putting, in effect, the record straight. But many recalled the supine way in which Britain and France had watched silently as he took back the Rhineland in contravention of the Versailles Treaty. For many it was irrelevant to debate again the rights or wrongs of that original punitive settlement.

         It was almost as if a silent film was playing out in front of them in slow motion, without any attempt at providing the traditional musical accompaniment. A black-and-white silent film, devoid of any spoken words and no possibility to change the pace or direction, sometimes peppered with surreal and even horrific components. Joanna remembered watching endless newsreels from the 1936 Berlin Olympics and the colossal Nuremberg rallies, the like of which had never been seen in Britain. But curiously, although there were sinister factors feeding the political undulations throughout the year, she was not fearful. She always listened to Ursula’s interpretation of events which focused on the facts and not the fabrications, as she saw it. In her view, the fictions were usually created by the political opposition and supportive journalists writing in daily newspapers. In truth, Joanna was looking forward to the train journey across France and Germany and having to show her new passport and visa at the German frontier, all the way anticipating Ushi’s warm smile and firm embrace that she knew would be there when she stepped off the train on to the platform of the mainline station, Berlin-Friederichstraẞe. Ushi had told her that it would be just a short taxi ride to SchloẞStraẞe, where she lived with her family in a capacious mansion apartment hosted by an austere purpose-built block dating back to the early 20th century.

         1938 was a year of great industry and focus, as Joanna propelled herself through the first year of teacher training. She cut back on some of her extramural activities at the church, restricted her social life to occasional evenings out, mainly theatre or ballet with some of the girls at college, but she did resolve to read a serious newspaper every day, and of course to listen to BBC news on the wireless when she got home in the evening. It would be inaccurate to suggest that it was due to anxiety relating to her anticipated Berlin visit in a few months’ time, but she was beginning to move her position on whether the tactics of appeasement with Mr Hitler, currently the force majeure of Prime Minister Chamberlain and some members of his cabinet, was really going to succeed in the long term. She remembered some of the conversations she’d had with Johnnie a couple of years ago, particularly during Ursula’s visit to London. A pacifist by design, but even then, in 1936, he was convinced that appeasement would result in Nazi rule, not just in the East of Europe but France, Benelux and then maybe, just that short hop across the Channel to Britain.

         Before the end of March, the question of Czechoslovakia and the German-speaking Sudetenland was already back on the agenda. By May, German and Czechoslovakian troops were amassing on either side of their shared border, and although this initial flurry of activity soon fell back into abeyance, it did not dissuade Hitler from announcing at the end of May that he intended to invade Czechoslovakia by 1 October that year. But the political and military sparring seemed to calm during June and July, and Joanna, with her impressive powers of persuasion and diplomacy, managed to convince her family, particularly her elder brother, that it would be safe to travel to Berlin.

         ‘I shall be fine,’ she insisted.

         ‘He has got what he wanted so far this year and has probably disappeared with Fräulein Braun to his Berghof for a quiet summer in the love nest! Germans take their summer holidays very seriously. And what’s more, I shall be with Ursula, who is incredibly sensible, very well-connected and if I do get into any sort of trouble, she will instruct her father to call in the Navy!’

         Neither her brother or mother, or indeed her two sisters were fully convinced that this was a sensible thing to do, but they recognised that she was nearly an adult, could legally vote in a general election in six months’ time and accepted that she would be cherished by her Berliner hosts.

         She protested further to the family that, ‘Our Foreign Office has not issued any edicts that say we must not travel to Germany. I went into Thomas Cook a few days ago to look at their brochure for Germany this year, and there on the shelf alongside it was the brochure for next year, 1939. That must be a sign of optimism for safe future travel. Every day I read about tourists coming from all over the world to visit Germany’s cities, towns and the countryside, to experience for themselves the extraordinary transformation that has taken place over the last five years. It must be seen to be believed!’

         The college term was over by the middle of July, leaving a couple of weeks to prepare herself for the trip. She was desperate to see the city that she had heard so much about and to experience the change with her own eyes. She longed to talk to the residents directly, in German, about this eagle-winged phoenix rising from the ashes. She began to make a list of the places she wanted to visit but knew ultimately, that it would be up to Ursula to work out the logistics of how best to exploit those precious two weeks in Berlin. Of course, she wanted to see the major sights of this important capital city, the government buildings, the opera and art galleries, the much-lauded Olympic Stadium which had been opened just two years previously. She would take coffee and cake in the street cafés, sample some of the city’s renowned delicacies such as eisbein and enjoy the rural charm that surrounded the urban centre, particularly Potsdam and the beautiful swimming lake and beach of Wannsee. She would, however, have one strange request – to visit Café des Westens, the place where Rupert Brooke famously wrote The Old Vicarage, Grantchester, in 1912.
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         Eventually the departure day, 3 August, arrived. Joanna took the train from Liverpool Street station to Harwich, embarked on the overnight ferry to the Hook of Holland near Rotterdam, and then boarded a train travelling south through Holland, crossing the border into Germany at Aachen, where the train stopped for border checks. She had slept erratically during each leg of the journey, but was pleased to see dawn approaching, launched by a flaming, streaky blood red-orange sky. She was briefly distracted by the adage, ‘red sky at night shepherds’ delight, red sky in the morning shepherds’ warning’! She wondered what the German shepherds might be warning against on that day in early August. She also remembered Homer’s famous epithet from the Odyssey, ‘the rosy-fingered dawn’. She recalled from her classics’ lessons at school that it recurs more than twenty times in various forms, almost like a mantra, throughout the magnificent text.

         She looked out of the train window and saw a group of uniformed shadowy figures making their way down the platform and separating out to enter their allotted carriage, to check the papers of foreign travellers entering Germany. Within a few minutes a tall, handsome young man smartly dressed in a grey military uniform, knee-length glistening black boots, a peaked cap with the imperial eagle insignia on the front above the peak, beneath which was an exquisitely beguiling smile.

         ‘Guten morgen, meine Damen und Herren. Ist alles gut?’

         Without waiting for a reply, he leaned across to Joanna and addressed her directly.

         ‘Fräulein, Ihr Reisspass bitte?’ He had realised immediately, through a variety of visual clues that this was not a German-speaking compartment and was about to repeat his request in English when Joanna responded in reasonably confident German.

         ‘Naturliche.’

         She took the passport from her handbag and returned his smile, adding the customary,

         ‘Bitte Schön.’

         He took the passport, but before opening it, he replied in near perfect English with only the lightest of German accents, ‘So Fräulein, you are speaking some German.’

         ‘Only what I learnt at school. But I’m planning to be much better after two weeks with my German friend in Berlin.’

         As she was speaking, he opened the passport at her photograph and raised his eyes just enough to check it against her appearance, then he turned to the visa page, and without any further questions he placed the open passport on the table in front of Joanna and applied a dated stamp on the page adjacent to the visa, indicating that she had entered Germany on 4 August 1938 at the border town of Aachen.

         ‘I have no doubt that you will be speaking German even better after your visit. Please enjoy your time in our beautiful country.’

         She took back her passport and gave him a most appreciative smile. But she thought this was not the day to press too hard with the German and delay the border officer’s departure. He bowed his head respectfully and she reciprocated with a softly spoken, ‘Danke Schön.’

         Joanna looked out of the window and saw a few soldiers scattered along the platform, each holding a short leash on the end of which was a heavily built, muscular but well-disciplined Alsatian dog. She corrected herself. No, surely, they must be German Shepherds!

         The passport checks while thorough, were not intimidating, and resulted in only a minimal delay; within fifteen minutes the train was steaming on its way, towards Berlin. The route through central Germany included many of its greatest cities such as Cologne, Dortmund, Hanover and finally to Berlin, located well to the east of the country. It was still daylight when the train drew majestically into the mainline station in the centre of the city, Berlin- Friedrichstraẞe. The platform was bustling with local hosts awaiting their guests, three or four rather formal reception groups, almost certainly for distinguished visitors of the German government, and a multitude of other travellers waiting to board the train for its return journey west, through the night.

         As the train drew to a meticulously planned halt, the heavy, black locomotive released billows of smoke and jets of steam which Joanna thought sounded like massive sighs of relief, having finally completed yet another timely journey without incident. The well-judged arrival meant that Ursula was standing on the platform immediately adjacent to the door of Joanna’s coach, waiting eagerly to take her suitcase and assist her down the steep steps on to the platform. Joanna was astonished to see the transformation of Ursula from schoolgirl to young woman that had occurred since they last met, but then realised that presumably the same had happened to her.

         ‘Willkommen in Berlin, meine liebe Joannachen. Es ist so lange her.’

         ‘Ushi, how wonderful to see you. Yes, it’s been such a long time – more than two years.’

         Their faces were ablaze with smiles, and without further words they held each other close on the platform, while her fellow new arrivals struggled past with their luggage, anxious to get out of the station and find a taxi to take them on the next stage of their journey.

         ‘So, we have a car waiting outside the station and mother is ready at home to serve us kaffee und kuchen – coffee and cake. You remember?’

         ‘But what has happened to your English? It was so good when you came to England two years ago but now it’s perfect – you are speaking like a native.’

         Ursula led the way off the platform and was keen to get out of the station but managed to keep talking at the same time.

         ‘Ever since I got back to Berlin, I have maintained my English language studies, hoping to be able to use it to get a decent job. Just six weeks ago I was given an excellent position in the Foreign Office for which a high standard of spoken and written English was essential. Language training will continue as part of the new job.’

         Ursula had picked up Joanna’s suitcase, leaving her with just a shoulder bag, and walked at full speed across the station entrance hall and out to a designated area for taxis and other cars meeting the new arrivals.

         As soon as Ursula left the station building, a large, shiny, black Mercedes pulled up at the curbside. Ursula greeted the driver with the informality of a family friend. He put Joanna’s suitcase in the boot and soon had them both settled in the back seat ready to depart. The journey to Schloẞstraẞe in Steglitz, located in the south-west of the city, was accomplished with great proficiency and they were soon drawing to a halt outside an apartment building whose entrance was secured by a heavy wooden front door, ornamented with some art deco-like detailing, set back from a bustling shopping boulevard. At street level there was a diversity of elegant shops. A high-quality baker to the left of the entrance, and a specialist delicatessen on the right. The exterior façade was painted stucco extending up to three floors, but altogether rather plain – Ursula described it German functionalism.

         As they walked through the front door Joanna was at once aware of an open door at the end of the hallway leading out to a rear courtyard, which was created by a side wing and a similar block at the rear. She noted the brutalist, hard-edged rectangular balconies overlooking the courtyard – in keeping with the times. The interior design echoed the minimalist exterior, except for an elegant, ceramic tiled floor on the ground floor – grey and cream geometric tiles and the angular wooden staircase, which had painted uprights and a polished dark hardwood handrail, which also had an essence of art deco. It would have been a wonderful stylish, but austere interior for a Graham Greene spy thriller.

         ‘Mutti can’t wait to meet you! Sadly, Vater is in Hamburg where he is overseeing the final fitting out of a new warship.’

         Joanna was reminded that Ursula’s father was a naval officer but realised that maybe she had suppressed the memory. She decided not to explore it any further at this early moment in the visit. It occurred to her that this might make certain topics of conversation difficult in view of Germany’s apparently relaxed approach to mobilising its armed forces when Austria was annexed earlier in the year, combined with the ongoing threat to take back the Sudetenland from Czechoslovakia. She would certainly leave all of that for another day.

         They climbed the stairs up to the second floor. Ursula took out her key and opened the heavy painted door, again with similar detailing to the main front door. This led into a spacious, many roomed apartment which she speculated was in the front block overlooking the street below, Schloẞstraẞe.

         ‘I’ll show you to your room first where you can leave your suitcase, and then we will go through to the sitting room, and I’ll introduce you to Mutti.’

         Mutti Eichmann was an elegant, well-dressed, and on first meeting, a rather formal lady who radiated a 19th-century austerity which was now unusual in Joanna’s family and their professional circle of friends and relatives in England. It transpired early in the visit that she was a woman of few words. Nevertheless, she provided excellent quality coffee, cream and endless glamorous cakes, probably not, she thought, produced at home. She was pleased to engage in polite conversation which stretched Joanna’s schoolroom German to its absolute limits.

         Joanna was somewhat surprised when ‘Mutti’ took out an elegant, slim, silver cigarette case, flipped it open almost as a well-rehearsed party trick and lit herself a long slim cigarette which lay for much of the time in the slot of what looked like a solid silver art deco ashtray embossed with a subtle floral pattern. She miraculously consumed the cigarette at precisely the same pace as she drank her coffee. Joanna was not accustomed to cigarette smoking and Johnnie’s affection for his pipe was one of his habits that she disliked intensely. She had been brought up in a tobacco-free home.

         At this early stage in their relationship, Joanna concluded that the application of limits to social intercourse was good, especially as the mother did not appear to be a natural conversationalist, unlike her daughter who could talk endlessly and enthusiastically about anything.

         Based on these early experiences, Joanna assembled some initial impressions. She had recognised already a level of opulence that was uncommon in her London family and friends. This family seemed to have got through the 1930s largely unscathed compared to the newspaper reports of the impoverished masses in rural and small-town Germany. There was also a sense that whatever the scale of wealth, it felt like ‘old money’, based on the spacious apartment, its elegant furnishings, beautifully gilt-framed family oil portraits stretching back over several generations and something that is difficult to articulate precisely, but might be distilled simply in the word, style. There was a collection of a few art nouveau but mainly art deco pieces that were just right in that space. Figurines, lamps, glass and ceramic vases and a few pieces of furniture that brought both function and splendour to the room.

         It was evident that Ursula would be leading the daily programme, her mother having business responsibilities outside the home, although at this early stage they remained ill-defined. Thoughtfully, Ursula suggested they should get an early night and that between them, they would assemble the ‘master plan’ for the next two weeks in Berlin over breakfast the following morning.

         Joanna was not surprised to find that Ursula had already put together an outline schedule for the first week. As they sat drinking coffee and eating a selection of German cheeses, sausage and other cold meats with thick slices of dark rye bread and butter, Ushi presented Joanna with a Guidebook of the City, Berlin and its Environs. It was a promotional publication by German Railways to support the drive to increase international tourism to the country, and above all, to its capital city. The front and back covers of the book were adorned with coloured prints by the eminent German painter Gerhard Graff; the protestant cathedral on the front and a bucolic, watery scene from Havelland, located just to the west of the main city, on the back. The first page of the introduction opened with great confidence:

         
            The whole of Germany is beautiful, interesting and worth seeing, but the question is where to go in order to get in touch with the real Germany where its features are most clearly recognisable – with the rejuvenated Germany that seems a riddle to many foreign observers.

         

         And continues with a series of rhetorical questions such as:

         
            Should a visit be paid to southern Germany where the magnificent chain of the Alps towers above a multiform and colourful landscape with splendid royal castles, venerable churches and monasteries, cheerful villages and picturesque towns where the finest creations of baroque and rococo art were erected?

            Or to Western German… or to central Germany… or to eastern Germany… or to Berlin, the capital of the German Reich?

         

         Joanna quickly scanned through the opening paragraphs and straight away realised that within this publication, amounting to nearly a hundred pages with almost an illustration on every page, she would find everything she needed to know about the city.

         ‘Ushi this is amazing. You are so generous. I will read it from cover to cover. But I trust you with the logistics. It’s your city and initially I want to see it through your eyes. After that I’ll take another look through mine!’

         ‘There’s a lot to see. Berlin is very special because it has a beautiful well-planned municipal hub, which contains the heart of government, the Reichstag and all the important government buildings. But there are endless cultural centres, parks and memorials that you should also see.’

         ‘I can’t wait!’

         ‘And then of course, when we leave the city centre, we can see the most wonderful countryside within just thirty minutes travel time. Take your time. I will just say goodbye to Mutti and then we can leave.’

         Joanna remained at the table finishing her coffee, reading on further through the introduction.

         
            The Germans have now the same expression in all parts of the country, in the gay South, the more austere North, the sunny West and the cooler East. Every German has the frank and joyfully determined look of a man who has once more a future to look forward to, and who is just as proud of his past which has been restored to him by his Führer. People whose position between the past and the future is so sure and so fully realised, do not need to worry about their own ways and peculiarities; they are inwardly free and more frank, and unreserved in dealing with visitors than those who are weighed down with care, for care and distrust go hand in hand. The German of today is devoid of distrust, for he has regained confidence in himself, and cheerful self-confidence is the finest quality in a host.

         

         Joanna was surprised by the confident, assertive tone of the publication which at some points seemed excessive. The author was certainly an enthusiast for his nation and the environment that it inhabited. It was different from other travel brochures that she had seen; the word propaganda came to mind. She closed the brochure as Ursula returned.

         ‘Also, meine lieber freund. Shall we go? Today, we shall take the U-Bahn to the centre of town, and then we shall walk. We’ll take the City Plan and then we will just wander and see some of our classic buildings, enjoy the architecture and maybe take a luncheon in the Tiergarten.’

         ‘And please remember Ushi, we must take a coffee in Café des Westens. It became immortalised for many British people, particularly in the 1920s and 1930s because of a romantic attachment with Rupert Brooke’s poem, the Old Vicarage, Grantchester.’

         ‘Of course. Yes, and famous for Berliners too. It was a magnet for artists, Jewish and other modernist writers such as Stefan Zweig and Bertolt Brecht, and political conversationalists. It has a prime central location on Kurfürstendamm, our most fashionable shopping street.’

         ‘It sounds wonderful.’

         They took the U-Bahn to Potsdamer Platz. As they emerged from the dank underground gloom into the sunlight, Joanna was confronted by noisy torrents of city traffic. Cars, trucks, taxis, double-decker buses, horns blaring, exhaust fumes rising, moving fast in dual lanes in each direction, separated in the centre by a parallel system for the city trams. She detected a surprising number of military vehicles, some of a rather grandiose style, such as the fashionable open-top Mercedes, usually with a military chauffeur in the front and a much-medalled high-ranking officer in the back, fully exposed to the outside world as the mild summer weather permitted the soft top to be pulled back behind the rear seat.

         Crowds moved in surges along the sidewalk and others waited in line for buses and trams. Amongst the crowds of ordinary Berliners, Joanna was surprised to see so many smartly dressed soldiers, sailors and airmen in uniform, walking through the city, with the same confidence as their civilian counterparts. They did not appear to be fulfilling any specific military function, just walking with colleagues, socialising, entertaining beautiful young women, just enjoying a balmy summer’s day. She recognised an energy in the city that seemed to have been lost in London.

         They walked north along Wilhelmstraẞe to the Brandenburger Tor, the neoclassical, sandstone ‘megalith’ consisting of twelve Doric columns and a flat roof which proudly displays a four-horse chariot driven by Victoria, the Goddess of Victory. The Tor straddles Berlin’s most famous street, Unter den Linden, a broad boulevard, lined on both sides by Linden or lime trees, a tribute to the heroic Greeks that the Imperial Germans of that period so admired. As they walked through the Tor in an easterly direction, Joanna became aware of the rhythmic beat of marching drums, fifes and trumpets, accompanied by the tell-tale rhythmic clatter of marching boots. Coming towards them along Unter den Linden was an armed guard bearing rifles with bayonets, comprised of well-drilled soldiers, marching four a breast, in front of the Prussian war memorial, another neoclassical construction with multiple columns supporting a grandiose portico. A large crowd had already gathered in anticipation of this regular event.

         ‘They’re changing the guard,’ Ursula said in a loud whisper. ‘Just like we saw in London in Whitehall – I think you called it, Horse Guards Parade. In former times, they used to guard the Royal Palace but now it is a guard of honour for the tomb of the unknown soldier.’

         Ursula stood up with a straight back, her heels tightly together and her clenched hands motionless, by her sides, as a mark of respect. Stately Berlin seemed unending, with new appearances around every corner. The massive baroque Prussian State Library, the equestrian statue of Frederick the Great, the State Opera House, the neoclassical University of Berlin with its imposing Aula, and the Old Museum beautifully situated in the Lustgarten, a popular site for parades, political rallies and other celebrations such as May Day, frequently adorned with a multitude of red flags and vertical banners each bearing the familiar black swastika on a white circle. There was the domed St Hedwig Roman Catholic Cathedral, a ‘reproduction’ of the Pantheon in Rome which shares the site with the Old, ‘Alte’ Museum on Museum Island, and the former Royal Palace which rises majestically above Berlin’s magical city river, the Spree.

         Joanna found the architectural and political intensity of this ornate city centre overwhelming. As she pivoted around the panorama, she wondered for a fleeting moment as to whether she had arrived mysteriously, into a Cecil B. DeMille film set. It had a contrived unreality, nothing that struck as original, all copies, facsimiles, imported greatness from other times and places. A derived, built environment, created to impress. But you might say, so that is what modern capital cities are about.

         ‘I think it’s time to take a break. Let’s have a rest in The Tiergarten. You should try bratwurst and sauerkraut and a typical Berliner beer.’

         Joanna managed to hide her reservations about what, for her might be a gastronomic challenge, but raised a jaunty smile and briefly added, ’What fun!’

         Joanna had read the section in her Guide about The Tiergarten, now a central City Park but formerly a hunting ground for Kings, where they would ride at great speed through the dense woodland in pursuit of the magnificent deer population, providing venison for the table and decorative stags heads for the walls of their baronial villas. Joanna enquired as to whether there was any residual deer but was advised by Ursula in a sombre tone that sadly, they were no more. And then, she startled herself by remembering the conversation that she’d had with Johnnie two years ago, soon after Ursula had returned to Berlin for the Summer Olympics, when she expressed delight at the hordes of deer roaming free in Richmond Park. Johnnie had made the wild suggestion that there would be no deer in the park if the Germans were in charge, a comment which at the time she had regarded as a racial slur and had stamped on it. But perhaps he was right?

         Joanna struggled through the bratwurst, managed some but not all the sauerkraut and enjoyed the beer.

         ’You see, now you are a real Berliner!’

         It would take some time, Joanna thought, for the bratwurst to pass through the system and was glad when Ushi suggested a leisurely stroll through the Park. She was impressed by the meticulous attention that the park evidently received. The woodland paths were well kept and weed free, the lawns and areas of rough grass beautifully maintained and there was no litter. As they emerged from a deeply wooded section, there was a group of four equestrians mounted on grand horses trotting in step along one of the sandy paths that etched a route between rows of trees; the riders were engaged in animated discussion.

         In the afternoon, the pace slowed and when it was time for kaffee und kuchen, Ursula took Joanna’s hand and led her out of one of the Park’s exits on to Kurfürstendamm and then to Café Kranzler. Although it was no longer Café des Westens, the old rococo entrance had been retained and the grandiose classic interior, with rows upon rows of circular and oval dark wood polished tables and upholstered ladder-back chairs, illuminated by a celestial chandelier on the scale of the Milky Way. The ornate ceilings and architraves covered the barn-like room, accompanied by a multitude of elegant columns with hybrid capitals, possibly all non- structural and thus largely ornamental.

         Ursula ordered for them both, and while waiting for the service to arrive, Joanna indulged all her senses in the constant joyous activity of social intercourse, fuelled by good coffee and gâteau, in the style of something emanating from the Black Forest. The establishment was full, but then it was 4.30 in the afternoon, the time when all respectable Germans would be taking their coffee and cake, some completing the indulgence with a glass of chilled, weiẞwein. But this was different from London. The mood was different. People were excited to be alive. They looked good, well dressed, glamorous and with money to spend. And for some, love was in the air. Joanna was again surprised to see so many immaculately dressed military personnel, courting what seemed to be the most beautiful women in the land. Cigarette smoking was popular with men and women alike and as the afternoon progressed into early evening. What she took to be the poets, writers and intellectuals, seemed to gather in the more secluded, darker corners of the room creating their own ecosystem with smoke and alcohol.

         ‘Ushi, it is a very special place. I am so glad we came. It is wonderful to be in the room where Rupert Brooke wrote one of my favourite poems. And I just can’t get over the joie de vivre! The lebenslust! This city is bursting with life.’

         ‘That is why I so wanted you to see Berlin. This is the new Germany, a revitalised Germany, a Germany that we have not seen for more than twenty years. For most people, life has been very hard. No jobs, no money and little food. Since the Führer took over there has been nothing but progress. Of course, not everything is perfect, but he has given the German people something to live for and he is bringing together the entire German nation; everyone is behind him. And look around you, there are tourists from all over the world who are travelling here to find out how it’s done.’

         ‘And are you happy with the situation? There is fear in many parts of Europe that he will not be satisfied until he has waged war on his neighbours to the East and West.’

         ‘Yes, okay, he’s a bully and he has surrounded himself by some like-minded bullies, but he says repeatedly that he only wants peace.’

         Joanna was tired. It had been a long day and there were many days ahead when they could progress this discussion. They both agreed it would be a suitable time to go home and take a rest before dinner. Ushi laid out her ideas for the coming days. She had plans to take Joanna to the Deutsche Oper, the Philharmonie, especially as the Berlin Philharmoniker, conducted by Wilhelm Furtwängler, would be performing in the next few days, and some of Berlin’s famous theatres, especially the Schiller theatre. When they had booked an important evening event such as a concert or a play, they would opt for a quieter programme during the day.

         The following morning Ursula presented her plan over breakfast.

         ‘As we have no major evening activity planned tonight, I would like to suggest that we visit the Olympic Stadium. What do you think?’

         ‘It’s a wonderful idea. Yes please, let’s go.’

         ‘It’ll be a long day.’

         ‘That’s fine with me.’

         ‘We take the U-Bahn all the way to the Olympia Stadion. We can make a tour and then I suggest we take a walk some of the way back, so you can see the modern Siemens factory at Siemanẞtadt. It is very impressive. Then, still walking we will visit the Charlottenburger Schloß, our most famous palace dating back nearly two hundred years.’

         ‘This all sounds wonderful.’

         ‘Yes, and of course I can also show you The Grunewald, where we still have some deer, at least we did when I was last there!’

         Both girls smiled at each other and enjoyed a shared moment of irony.

         ‘And we have wild boars, which I don’t think you have in your Richmond Park.’

         As they left the U-Bahn exit to the stadium they were distracted by the sound of marching drums and were asked by several police officers not to cross the road while a large party of Hitlerjungend were marching towards them and about to enter the main entrance to the stadium. There must have been several hundred young boys, dressed identically in black shorts and brown shirts, a black necktie around their necks restrained by a woggle. The majority seemed to have short blond hair, shaved brutally at the sides and the back, and many were carrying the banners of the Hitlerjungend organisation. Their flags, two red horizontal stripes separated by a central white stripe with a black swastika overlaid in the centre, were in abundance, dancing elegantly in the light breeze. At the main gates they were greeted by a small group of what appeared to be senior military personnel, elegantly uniformed with their right arm raised in the Nazi salute. The boys were called to a halt by their leader. They turned smartly towards the welcoming party and returned the salutation with a crisp, ‘Heil Hitler’.

         ‘Well, I didn’t expect to have such a large reception party!’ Joanna said, smiling at Ursula.

         ’They seem very well organised. Smartly dressed, disciplined, although from the expression on their faces, they do look rather serious.’

         ‘Yes, they take the organisation very seriously. It is like the Boy Scouts but perhaps more business-like. The Führer has been a great supporter and has encouraged all young people to join. When he took over there were about 100,000 members. Now there are four or five million.’

         ‘That is amazing. How did he manage it?’

         ‘The most important thing he did early on, was to stress the importance of young people for Germany’s future. This is your country and it is your future, and I shall make you part of it. He gave them ownership of the future. He is quoted as saying, when it was suggested that he must have an imperative to win over the German youth, ‘they’re mine already’.

         ‘That was a very clever move. Many young people feel remote from today’s political process and government, but to have this youthful force in support, even if their parents might from time-to-time question what he is doing, gives him power that other national leaders just do not have.’

         The large group of marching young men passed them by and disappeared into the stadium, followed by the welcoming party who walked in briskly, almost marching, behind them. Joanna was astounded by the massive circular construction, reminiscent she thought of the ancient Colosseum in Rome. Yet another example she thought, of Germany’s leadership wanting to align itself with the great powers of the past and pay tribute to the classical architecture of the Greco-Roman period. Completed just two years ago and looking as good as it did on the day of completion, but unlike the Colosseum, there was a sharpness to the architectural edge, a structure to keep the mind alert, not a place to relax or expect forgiveness.

         ‘Come on, we should enter now and have a look around.’

         Ursula opened her handbag took out a slim wallet which contained her ID card and an official looking document which had the marks of government on the letterhead.

         ‘This will get us in but have your passport ready, just in case.’

         Joanna carried her passport throughout the Berlin visit, but it was rarely, if ever, required. Foreign visitors were warmly welcomed and not subjected to endless bureaucratic interventions or obstructions. She suspected, however, that they were the beneficiaries of facilitation, either through the influence of Ursula’s father or possibly her own new position in the Foreign Office. They were waved through at the reception area after just a cursory look at Ursula’s papers. They entered the massive amphitheatre where the sense of space became overwhelming. The historic roars of 120,000 people encouraging their athletes to even greater levels of performance, seemed to have remained like bereft spirits, reverberating as soft echoes around the giant construction. Ursula pointed out the reserved seating area for the Führer and his senior cronies, the place from which he would make many memorable speeches, even after the games were long gone.

         They were distracted again by the Hitlerjugend, who were now marching with military precision, out into the centre of the sports arena across its meticulously maintained turf. Then, as if by magic, their formal military ranks transformed with extraordinary precision and balletic undertones, into the formation of the sign of the swastika which they rotated through a full circle. Joanna thought they must be preparing for a major future celebratory event.

         ‘They come to the Stadion for training, especially for marching in these very clever elegant formations. They also do classroom work when they are given the theory behind current government policies.’

         Ursula paused and looked across at the rotating swastika, apparently with deep admiration.

         ‘They look after the boys very well. A friend of mine in the office told me just last week about a young man from a poor family who was unable to find the money to buy the requisite brown shirt. When he reported this back to his section leader, saying that the boy’s father had said that “if they buy the shirts then there will be no food on the table”, he accepted the position and within a few days a package arrived at his home containing two brown shirts as a gift.’

         As the swastika continued to rotate first clockwise and then anti-clockwise, a crowd gathered to watch the display, even generating a few genteel pockets of applause around the auditorium.

         ‘In the classroom they receive instruction about the Führer’s ideals on the purity of race and the Jewish problem as he perceives it, something about which I profoundly disagree.’

         Joanne listened intently and decided not to comment.

         ‘They also get instruction about his views on why Germany needs more space and the need to restore what is rightfully hers – some of the historic parts of Europe inhabited by German-speaking people, something about which I can agree, if it occurs by mutual consent.’

         Joanna did not want to start a conversation at that moment about Hitler’s long-standing issues with the Jews, which in her mind amounted to the worst kind of aggressive anti-Semitism. She decided to let it pass for another day. She detected a softening in Ursula’s position since they had last discussed this in London two years ago. Joanna was becoming rather fatigued and almost vertiginous, by this constant swirling of the human swastika, looking increasingly like a whirling dervish, and suggested that they might go inside and take a quick look at the book stand in the entrance hall.

         On the way into the stadium, Joanna had noticed they were displaying copies of the official programme from the Germany versus England football match back in May, a so-called ‘friendly’, a term which she thought was most amusing against the background of current threatened hostilities. She found the programme, which was displayed alongside some German newspaper and magazine cuttings, including photographs reporting the match. Although never much interested in football, for some reason she turned the pages of the programme and let her eyes scroll down the players’ names in each of the teams. She recognised the name of Stanley Matthews, a young rising star who had scored one of England’s goals, and quite by chance noticed that one member of the German team, Johann Pesser, was not German but Austrian and a member of the Viennese Club, Rapid Wien. She found this puzzling.

         She then turned her attention to the display of other memorabilia and remembered seeing some of the photographs in the British Press on the days after the game, the most controversial image being of the two teams lined up before the match in the centre of the Olympic Stadium, giving the Nazi salute ‘as a sign of respect’ to Göbbels, Gӧring and Hess, the Nazi luminaries, who were in the stadium but not accompanied, as had been expected, by the Führer. Some members of the British Press suggested after the event, that he had other matters on his mind that day, such as the invasion of Czechoslovakia. It was later reported that many of the English players were angry about having to go this far to show respect, having been persuaded at the last minute to do so by the British Ambassador to Berlin, as ‘a peace offering’.

         Joanna remembered reading the London Times on the Monday after the match and was surprised that it had not taken offence but felt the gesture appropriate. It was very much part of The Times’ mood of the day which, at that moment, was generally in support of Prime Minister Chamberlain’s appeasement strategy. When she had finished with the programme and other memorabilia she paused and turned to her friend.

         ‘Ushi, why was there an Austrian player in the German national football team that played England this year?’

         ‘Don’t you remember. Austria joined us in March and so he had every right to be called to play for the German side.’

         ‘Yes, of course, I had forgotten. The request for the English players to give the Nazi salute before the game started, appears to have been rather contentious.’

         ‘It was all a fuss about nothing. England won six goals to three, everybody enjoyed the match, and even having lost, the Germans concurred that it was a very successful event.’

         Ursula sent a strong signal that she saw no point in extending the discussion.

         Joanna was already beginning to think back about the Summer Olympics in 1936 in a different light. Although it was widely believed that Berlin had been ‘cleansed’ immediately before the event to remove any obvious signs of anti-Semitism and racism more generally, she remembered the newsreel footage and press reports when non-Aryans walked away with gold medals, especially Hitler’s explanation as to why he refused to shake Jesse Owens’ hand after winning Gold for the 100 metres, 200 metres, the long-jump, and the relay. A news reporter on the day apparently heard him say, ‘Why would I shake hands with a Negro’. But she had heard other journalists say that Hitler had decided not to shake hands with anyone, a decision he took before the Games started to avoid any criticism of being a racist.

         Joanna was also shocked to learn that all Jewish athletes had been removed from the German squad some months earlier. Standing in the stadium that day had rekindled memories and heightened concerns that were already in evidence at that time.

         Ursula was very keen that Joanna should experience modern German industry. As it was an awkward journey to the Siemens factory, she abandoned the idea of walking and decided that they should take a taxi from the stadium to Siemenẞtadt, which was situated on the north bank of Berlin’s iconic river Spree. The plan was that they would ‘hold’ the taxi whilst exploring the Siemens estate and travel on to the Schloß Charlottenburg. The journey took about twenty minutes, with the taxi finally coming to a halt on the periphery of the largest industrial estate that Joanna had ever seen.

         Ursula explained how the company had acquired an extensive expanse of wasteland, known as Nonnenweisen, at the end of the 19th century and began construction of what would become one of the most extensive industrial developments in Europe. The first building to be completed was the Kablewerks, which centralised national cable manufacture. Siemens went on to occupy every corner of the massive site with an austere, multi-floored building for administration, research buildings, numerous construction facilities and simultaneously created a residential village for its workers adjacent to the manufacturing component. In November 1933, Adolf Hitler famously chose to make an explosive speech during his first year as Chancellor in Siemen’s Dynamo Hall in support of the German workers.

         Joanna could not describe the buildings as beautiful, but they had a robust, almost brutal nature – another example of German Functionalism – that was in keeping with this large-scale and diverse manufacturing facility, mainly focused on electrical goods, both industrial and domestic. Despite the privations that Germany endured throughout and after the First World War, Siemens had battled on, creating a world-class facility. Joanna felt quite humbled by the rising dominance of this extraordinary and increasingly international organisation. Of course, this was Ursula’s point. Germany was on the move in all aspects of life. The arts and culture, education, technical universities, industrial growth, the ‘work camps’, investment in its infrastructure – roads, bridges, power generation – while quietly growing, unlawfully and in breach of international law, a massive military machine. Unemployment was lower than it had been for decades. Suddenly, Joanna saw it with great transparency. This was a country that was determined to control its destiny and was making no concessions. It was making the future, not awaiting the future to arrive.

         ‘So, rather impressive, eh? It is developments like this, these powerhouses, that are driving Germany forwards. Have you seen enough?’

         ‘Yes, I think so, and thank you for the opportunity to see a side of Germany that I would imagine many other tourists don’t see.’

         The taxi had taken them into the residential area and was standing close by, waiting for the call to action. The Schloß Charlottenburg was not far away but again a somewhat inconvenient journey and further than they wanted to walk at this time.

         ‘Joannachen, I expect you’re feeling tired, but you have to see the castle, one of the most famous, grandest and oldest residences in Berlin.’

         Their taxi stopped at the main entrance, Ursula paid the driver and included a generous tip. At the entrance she presented her ID card, indicated that she was also bringing a guest and without further discussion two entry permits were issued without payment. They passed an enjoyable hour in the castle and its grounds and were delighted to engage with its architectural and cultural excesses. Originally commissioned by the first Queen of Prussia, Sophie Charlotte, the building had been subject to serial extensions, alterations, and re-decorations over more than two centuries.

         ‘You know, the most important intervention during the palace’s history, was when Frederick the Great sent the newly appointed Royal Architect to Italy and France, notably to the Palace of Versailles, to get some ideas. The baroque buildings and the rococo interiors emanate from those early 18th century foreign forays.’
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