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Author’s note


I walked hill trails to Mt Everest, had afternoon tea with the Dalai Lama’s spiritual advisor in a remote Nepalese monastery on the border with Tibet, interviewed Sir Edmund Hillary at the South Pole for a television documentary, traded emails with the first man on the moon, Neil Armstrong, about appearing in another documentary about Ed (they were friends and, after a lot of equivocation, he eventually declined to participate).


I attended the UN General Assembly with two New Zealand prime ministers, dined with Indira Gandhi at Hyderabad House in Delhi, and enjoyed hefty gin and tonics on the royal yacht Britannia and wrote this book solely because my father met a bunch of New Zealanders in a Munich bar after the war who were cut from the same cloth as Charlie Upham.


My father was in the Bavarian capital serving in the RAF as part of the Allied Forces of Occupation and remembered the New Zealand troops fondly. ‘They were big raw-boned bastards who wore shorts in all sorts of weather and didn’t lord it over the locals like some of the other occupation troops.’ He was in a bar one night when a barman refused to serve a Maori soldier, saying that they didn’t serve monkeys. Even fifteen years later, my father’s Northern Irish brogue danced and his eyes lit up with delight recounting what happened next: ‘He wanted to let it go, but his Pakeha mates took exception and tore the place apart — completely wrecked the joint — and when British Military Policemen came running to restore order in their distinctive helmets and white puttees, waving their long batons and blowing their whistles, the Kiwis kicked the snot out of them as well. Then, as casual as you like, they strolled next door and ordered another round. Jesus, it was impressive!’


It was straight out of the Charlie Upham playbook — bullying and bullies needed to be confronted and challenged head on. Intolerance would not be tolerated. Mad dogs needed to be shot!


The New Zealanders’ egalitarian instincts, disgust with racism and casual disdain for authority appealed to my father. He wanted to be on that team. When his tour was over, he went to the New Zealand High Commission in London and enlisted in the Royal New Zealand Air Force.


Once the paperwork was finalised, he set sail for New Zealand and was posted to Ohakea Air Force Base in the Manawatu in New Zealand’s lower North Island. A year later when our paperwork was sorted, my mother Joan, my twin sister Sue and I set sail to join him.


This book is dedicated to the New Zealand soldiers who so impressed my father. I did not grow up in Belfast, Bristol or Birmingham, and so was not denied the freedoms, privileges, advantages and opportunities that life in Aotearoa has afforded me. Thank you, Charlie, and every Kiwi soldier, sailor, airman, doctor, nurse and chaplain who journeyed from the bottom of the world to help rid the world of a monstrous evil.


Tom Scott


Wellington




Prologue


Wind beats heavy on the borderline between tussock and scree. Swirling snowflakes dance past two black circles. A dropping jaw reveals a flash of pink.


A newborn lamb bleats. Her dead mother is vanishing beneath a carpet of white. A rider is approaching, dogs begin to howl. Hat pulled low, pipe clenched upside between his teeth, he nudges his mare up a rocky slope, dismounting when it becomes too steep. Darting nimbly between boulder and tussock, he reaches the shivering lamb. Cleaning mucus from its nostrils, he tucks it inside his jacket. He whistles to his dogs and waiting mare. The ewe that he thought was dead gurgles. Pink bubbles blister her lips. He takes out the knife sheathed at his waist and with a single swift stroke cuts her throat. Arterial blood spurts across pristine snow. Taking off his hat, he nods his head, marvelling at the mysterious line between life and death that all living things fight furiously to avoid crossing.


As he heads back across a high saddle, the snow turns to stinging rain. Eagle-eyed, he spots a distressed ewe nuzzling a dead lamb. He dismounts, pulling his knife from his belt. Unhappy and agitated, the ewe circles as he deftly skins her lamb and fashions the bloody pelt into a woolly overcoat for the orphan wriggling inside his jacket. It fits snugly. The ewe sniffs the imposter cautiously. He’ll stick around a bit to see if the fraud works.


He presses fresh tobacco into his pipe. His mare and dogs shelter from the storm in the lee of a large outcrop of rock and look on with idle curiosity. Maternal longing eventually overwhelms suspicion and the ewe lets the lamb suckle. His handsome face lights up in a smile. It’s craggy like a sackful of chisels. He is not yet twenty-six but looks older. He is joined silently by his dogs. He is wet through to the skin, so saturated he could be swimming. He could sleep rough in these clothes if he had to. Caught too far from a hut after dark, sometimes he’d done just that. Besides, the rain had eased off. It was light rain now. Dry rain he called it. Not many understood the concept. Meteorologists didn’t. But he’d had a blazing row or two in smoko rooms and public bars over this paradox. Only another shepherd or musterer understood the notion, and he suspected many of them only agreed with him for the sake of a quiet life. ‘Stuff ’em!’ he grins.


Back in the cobb hut, he lights the cast-iron stove. Thick walls made from a mixture of clay, tussock and manure provide excellent insulation. Every stockman, fencer and rabbiter in this neck of the woods will tell you these huts have good hats and dry feet. You can’t ask for more than that. He throws dried peas, whole onions and curry powder into a pot of disgusting cold, grey, congealed mutton stew to freshen it. His dogs creep nearer in anticipation of leftovers. There will be plenty. All a man really needs is two feeds a day and a warm, dry place to sleep. This is his mantra. Not that he would call it that. He just says it often.


Overhead the skies clear. His guts rumble. He is busting for what a Maori shearer mate calls a cave-in. He won’t be incorporating that into his vocabulary. His prim mother finds his new vernacular shocking enough as it is. He heads out to the long-drop under heavens milky with stars. A long trail of leaping flame turns his hurricane lamp into an Olympic torch. The glass globe went west yonks ago. Up here toilet paper comes in two brands: Weekly News and The Press nailed to the wall in thick wads. A headline dated 16 September 1935 catches his cobalt-blue eyes. In the gloom they blaze with a laser-like intensity:


NUREMBERG LAWS PASSED GERMANY BANS MARRIAGE TO JEWS


The two Nuremberg Laws were unanimously passed by the Reichstag on 15 September 1935. The Law for the Protection of German Blood and German Honour prohibited marriages and extramarital intercourse between Jews and Germans, and forbade the employment of German females under 45 in Jewish households. Only those of German or related blood were eligible to be Reich citizens.


‘Bastards! Filthy, bigoted sons of bitches!’


His voice carries surprisingly long distances, especially at night. Inside, his dogs prick up their ears then sink lower into the rammed-earth floor. They recognise this molten fury. You don’t want to be on the receiving end of it. They creep closer to the fire and hope it will pass soon. It usually does.




Chapter 1


‘You face difficulty here’


When I was in sixth form at Feilding Agricultural High School two books were passed hand to hand, from boy to boy, that year. They could not have been more different, yet they had much the same effect on adolescent males.


The books were read furtively at night, and the next morning eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep. Some boys stammered, most were ashen. One of the books was Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, popularly known as Fanny Hill, by John Cleland, the other, Mark of the Lion by Ken Sandford. Both were impossible to put down. I can’t recall the cover of the eighteenth-century erotic novel — it may have been removed for purposes of camouflage — but I remember the impact that the cover of Mark of the Lion made on me. It was burnt orange, black and grey, a striking combination well ahead of its time for a New Zealand publication in the 1960s when woodcuts of fern and watercolours of woolsheds were compulsory. On the top left in silhouette a Victoria Cross blazed like a supernova. A handsome man in a battle jacket dominated the rest of the cover. A steel helmet draped in camouflage netting cast shade over chiselled cheeks. Deep in shadow, his eyes were out of reach, but something — possibly amusement, possibly menace — gleamed within. His mouth was wide and sensual with a top lip shaped like Michelangelo’s David, reinforcing the impression that this face had been sculpted out of stone. It was the face of a hero from Central Casting. It belonged to Captain Charles Hazlitt Upham VC & Bar. The author was Ken Sandford, a Hamilton lawyer few people had heard of and writer of crime thrillers that few people read.


Mark of the Lion arrived at the height of my war-comic frenzy and I read it from cover to cover in one sitting, from dusk to dawn. It was visceral, moving and gripping. I was left awestruck, thunderstruck and dumbstruck all at once. Discovering that true stories could be more extraordinary than comic-book fiction was a revelation. Retracing Charlie’s footsteps across North Africa, Greece and Europe, I carried a disintegrating copy of Mark of the Lion with me at all times, much like every driver of every battered cab I caught in Cairo carried a copy of the Koran in silk shawls on their dashboards. My holy book was tucked alongside my wallet and passport deep inside my R.M. Williams shoulder bag, which never left my side the whole time except when I was in the shower — even then with great reluctance and always in line of sight.


Despite this separation anxiety I have not treated the book with the respect it deserves. The cover is falling apart, every second page is smeared with yellow highlighter and I have scribbled copious notes in the margins. Few people would do that to their copies of the Koran, Torah, Gita, Bible, Book of Mormon or Donald Trump’s The Art of the Deal.


In the 1950s books about the war began surfacing and selling in stupendous numbers. The story of the only combat soldier to win two VCs was a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow for some lucky author. Like it or not, with or without his permission, Charlie’s untold story was going to be told. It was just a question of when and by whom. Sandford says the idea came to him when he was in London and met the Australian author Paul Brickhill, whose recently published Reach for the Sky about the legless RAF fighter-ace and war hero, Douglas Bader, was selling by the truckload. It got Sandford thinking that he should attempt a war story. Back home he gave it more thought: ‘I searched for a while to find a suitable subject — then it belatedly dawned on me that the war’s greatest hero, Charles Upham, was already here in New Zealand.’


He made enquiries and heard that other writers, including well-known authors, had approached Charlie and had been politely but firmly turned down. Sandford also heard that Charlie would do anything for Major General Sir Howard Kippenberger, one of his wartime commanders, so he travelled to Wellington to talk personally with the then editor-in-chief of the War History Branch of the Department of Internal Affairs, responsible for New Zealand’s official war histories.


Kippenberger was frank:


It would be a difficult book to write. Infantry fighting is a hard, brutal business. Still, if you think you can do it, I am willing to help. Your best chance would be to get material from the numerous people who knew him during the war, but most of them would give you very little help unless you had Upham’s agreement. You face difficulty here.


Sandford asked how he could overcome this hurdle. Kippenberger replied that Charlie would do it if he asked him to. He would write to Charlie on Sandford’s behalf. Leaving nothing to chance, Sandford wrote a deliberately vague letter to Charlie followed up by a long-distance phone call. Toll calls were a radical gesture in those days. If nothing else, it showed that Sandford was deadly serious. Charlie expressed disbelief that Sandford would want to travel 600 miles south to talk to him about ‘some book’. When they met, Sandford was impressed with Charlie’s friendly casualness, the interest Charlie took in him personally, his strong face, his mop of greying hair and the most striking eyes he had ever seen; ‘Everyone talks of his eyes — they see right through you.’


After that first meeting, Sandford left Charlie mulling over the idea of a book about the New Zealand infantryman, with himself as the central character. ‘He didn’t like that last bit.’ Meantime, as promised, Kippenberger wrote to Charlie as well: ‘I have met this chap Sandford, who wants to write your biography and I think you can trust him to tell the story without exaggeration. I’d like you to agree.’


It clinched the deal. Sandford paid a second visit to the remote farm, where Charlie lived with his wife, Molly. The two men shook hands. Sandford was now Charlie’s official biographer. News that Charlie had entrusted his biography to an obscure, dabbling writer of crime fiction came as a shock to established New Zealand writers who fancied their chances. One or two had boasted privately that the book was as good as theirs, and they had to lie down in darkened rooms.


Sandford stayed a week, helping in the woolshed and around the farm during the day, and poring over photos and letters and talking with Charlie late into the night. It was a thrilling but ultimately exasperating experience. Charlie would not countenance any conversation about himself. Instead he talked openly with pride and affection about the bravery of his men in battle and the ingenuity of his friends in various POW camps. Sandford jotted down their names. One evening, weary with deflecting questions about himself, Charlie told Sandford it would be best if he forgot the whole thing. Sandford pretended he hadn’t heard.


On the last day, at the junction of Conway Flat Road and the main highway, just as the bus that would take Sandford to Christchurch was slowing to a halt, Charlie turned to him anxiously: ‘When you write the book, if you put anything in about me, call me by some other name — like Jack Smith or Joe Doaks. Don’t mention me!’ Stepping onto the bus, Sandford replied, ‘No, Charles. I can’t do that. We can’t have a true story with an imaginary central character.’ As the bus pulled away, he waved to Charlie from a window. Standing by his Land Rover, the war hero looked stricken.


Armed with his list, Sandford made two tours over dusty roads around the South Island talking at length to members of Charlie’s battalion. Inevitably, people remembered events in different ways. Months of correspondence began, comparing, checking and double-checking stories until a version of an event was drawn up that had the weight of evidence behind it. The trial lawyer was back in his element. Locked and loaded, Sandford returned to Conway Flat.


‘By this time, I knew where he had been at various times during the war. For example, I’d say to him, “That night the battalion attacked at Maleme — what was your role?”’


Charlie had no choice but to help make the book as accurate as human memory would allow. The first draft of the finished manuscript was vetted by the War History Branch and corrected where deemed necessary. Sandford paid a final visit to the farm with this version. He stayed for a week in the guest room:


We picnicked on the beach, travelled in his Land Rover to the nearest settlements, or to the local pictures in the school hall, and in office hours went through the manuscript page by page. ‘This is what they tell me, Charles. Is it true or false?’ He demanded my sources of information for this and that, and insisted that some passages be deleted. Which they were. I’m sure these sessions were a great trial to him, but Molly’s tact helped us through. He was in a sense resigned to the inevitability of the book.


Sandford was not a historian, nor had he served any apprenticeship in journalism. He was a complete novice at this sort of writing, but he had confidence in his own ability and backed by Charlie, albeit reluctantly, he wrote a remarkable biography. He was prone to purple passages, fell short on historical context, was light on battlefield choreography, skirted over some parts of Charlie’s life and made the odd glaring error — Charlie was not knighted, for example — but it mattered little in his robust, vivid telling.


It’s a tribute to Sandford that no other biography of Charlie has been written. The lives of great heroes are seldom confined to a single tome. New Zealand’s other great hero, Sir Edmund Hillary, has had three major biographies written about him, and he wrote multiple action-packed, muscular biographies about himself. In his autumn years he asked me to assist him with the final fly-past of his rich life, View from the Summit. My job was to insert the broken-glass moments that time had worn smooth in his memory. I relished writing the chapters covering his and Tenzing’s historic first ascent of Everest. Ed was never boastful, but at the same time he knew down to the last Higgs boson particle exactly how much he had accomplished. When he downplayed his achievements, a degree of finely calibrated self-effacement was in play. Charlie in contrast was locked into a defiant, bewildered, almost pathological modesty. He didn’t downplay his achievements so much as wish vehemently that they would go away.


§


Ken Sandford wore many hats, all of them at a rakish angle. In every photograph I’ve seen he is a snappy dresser with an impish smile. Slightly built like Charlie, handsome like Charlie, he looks cuddly and approachable — which is where the physical similarity ends. There was something about Charlie that made people keep their distance. A Weekly News profile of Charlie’s biographer was headlined: ‘Ken Sandford is a Man who Gets Things Done’. He was senior partner in a Hamilton law firm and a Crown Solicitor in the city for many years. He served as President of the New Zealand Cricket Council and took promising young cricketers on overseas tours.


Mark of the Lion was the result of a stern rebuke from his doctor. Suffering from stress and exhaustion, he was ordered to take up a relaxing hobby. ‘Would writing another book do?’ asked Sandford meekly. ‘Certainly,’ said his doctor, never imagining his patient would embark on a five-year odyssey involving extensive travel and countless hours pounding a typewriter.


Sandford’s son Roger, a lawyer with several crime thrillers of his own under the mattress waiting to take the world by storm, had copies of his father’s novels, Dead Reckoning and Dead Secret, along with cricketing scrapbooks, laid out on the dining room table for me when I arrived at his comfortable Cashmere Hills home overlooking Christchurch. Pleading a shot amidships by Admiral Alzheimer, he apologised for not being able to find a box containing the first draft of Mark of the Lion, assuring me that it would surface and be dispatched north. He was as good as his word.


§


Reading Charlie’s letters, I noted that some included the Maori salutation ‘Kia ora’, a common enough nod at the time to being a New Zealander by those in the services abroad. But it is not what I expected from a farmer in deeply conservative rural New Zealand in the 1950s.


I should not have been surprised. Charlie loved the earthy humour and warrior spirit of the Maori Battalion. He wasn’t alone. In his memoir Regular Soldier, Colonel Frank Rennie describes an early example of their enthusiasm:


Halfway through training there was a long weekend leave to allow everyone to get home. It wasn’t very sensible of us to have issued two battledresses to them before they departed. I had a real problem when they returned because when I called the roll I had 160 instead of 146, all in battledress, all looking like soldiers. When I checked names and there was an overlap, I was told there was confusion over their Maori and Pakeha names. I was getting nowhere. I had the answer. There were only 146 beds, so I chased them off and told them to lie on the beds. I went over and I found 14 lying under the beds. It was clear what had happened. When the trainees arrived home older brothers and cousins wanted to be in so they’d drilled each other, dressed each other and turned up at Trentham.


Relatives and cousins deserted civilian life to smuggle themselves into the army. There is a beautiful boutique museum in Gisborne dedicated to C Company of Maori Battalion. Charlie’s youngest daughter, Caroline, and her husband, Marty Reynolds, took me there. The letters on display are heartbreaking, like this distraught husband writing to his wife:


What a terrible thing war is. How miss-fitting in the scheme of God’s Universe . . . In the midst of war we have no time to preach philosophy or for fine feelings . . . We must be ruthless. We must kill, we must shoot the Hun first or he’ll get us. We must win the war and then talk of beautiful things . . .


It was addressed to ‘Dearest sweetheart’ and signed off ‘Arohanui, ever yours always. Peter’. Arapeta (‘Peter’) Awatere. The decorated soldier, much admired city councillor and respected Maori elder who stabbed to death the lover of the woman with whom he’d been having an affair. In prison he started haka groups and taught young Maori their language, and introduced them to their culture, restoring his mana as he built theirs. Tragically, he died on the eve of his release.


One wall of the museum is dedicated to photographs of East Coast meeting houses including Kaiuku Marae on the wild and remote Mahia Peninsula. Charlie loved recounting the time he and the military attaché at the British High Commission in Wellington were invited there as Anzac Day guests. After a few beers and a serving of meat pies, some of which went flying across the hall, the RAF officer in full military plumage, scrambled-egg spilling across his shoulders, a paint colour-chart spreading across his chest, a ceremonial sabre dangling from a sash at his waist, and quite possibly mince in his hair, rose and gave a tedious speech, closing gamely with, ‘I don’t know what else I can tell you gallant gentlemen. I’ll take your questions?’ A voice came from the back of the hall: ‘Bro, what use is a fucken sword in a Spitfire?’


Charlie’s affection for the Maori Battalion notwithstanding, the whole war was fuelled by racism. Nazi ideology divided the world into competing superior and inferior ‘races’. Their hatred of Jews and Slavs led to the slaughter of innocent millions whose only crime was the wrong DNA. The Japanese considered themselves a master race and treated other Asians with abject cruelty and inhumanity. The prevailing social order meant US troops were largely segregated at home and abroad.


All sides demonised the enemy and resorted to racial stereotypes and epithets. Churchill referred to ‘the dull, drilled, docile brutish masses of the Hun soldiers’, otherwise known as ‘Jerries’, ‘Fritz’, ‘Krauts’ or ‘Boxheads’; the Allies called Italians ‘sleazy, yellow-livered Wops’, and the Japanese were ‘Nips’ and ‘slit-eyed yellow monkeys’. Even non-belligerents copped it. Egyptians were ‘Gypos’, while other Arabs were ‘Wogs’. Dehumanising an enemy combatant made it easier to squeeze a trigger, hurl a grenade and thrust a bayonet.


Some of Charlie’s best mates in POW camps were liberal South African lawyers opposed to the Afrikaner-dominated National Party whose leaders were imprisoned during the war for being openly sympathetic to Nazi Germany. After the war, these politicians came to power on a platform of racial segregation in which, with savage swiftness, bigotry and rank injustice were enshrined in apartheid law. In the winter of 1981, when South Africa still practised apartheid, the Springboks rugby team toured New Zealand, splitting the country down the middle. Rural New Zealand demanded angrily that it must proceed no matter the cost. Urban New Zealand protested vociferously that it wasn’t worth the price the country was paying and should be cancelled. Charlie was opposed to the tour. I imagine that sensible people in pubs along his stretch of coast during that unhappy winter stared silently into their beer and kept their pro-tour opinions to themselves when Charlie was in earshot.


He wasn’t New Zealand’s only VC winner to feel strongly about apartheid-era South Africa. So did Keith Elliott, who became an Anglican minister after the war. As a sergeant in the Western Desert, his battle cry when capture loomed was: ‘What’ll it be boys, the laager or the bush!’ Elliott showed phenomenal courage during the battle for Ruweisat Ridge. Despite being badly wounded, he was instrumental in subduing four enemy posts with bayonet charges, taking one single-handedly. In 1960, at an army reunion, Elliott refused to wear his VC as a protest against Maori players being excluded from the All Blacks team to tour South Africa. At an Anzac Day dawn service in Featherston later that year, he took his medals off and gave them away to the mayor.


I learnt this in a roadside café near Foxton Beach from Massey University military historian and author Professor Glyn Harper. I was en route to the National Army Museum in Waiouru to check out their photo files on Charlie. Glyn is co-author of the authoritative In the Face of the Enemy: the complete history of the Victoria Cross and New Zealand. He pointed me to some Upham files in the National Archives that I didn’t know about and generously lent me some files of his own where I read an interview with Elliott’s son, Doug. He said their father would not talk about his medals, though he remembers one night at home when Keith listened to a radio broadcast at two o’clock in the morning, with fellow VC winners Charles Upham and Jack Hinton, of the All Blacks playing overseas. ‘That was the sort of time they would talk about it.’ Ken Sandford would have dearly loved to have been a fly on the wall that night.


Roger Sandford has vivid memories of his father tapping away on an old Remington with raised keys before graduating to a semi-electric typewriter. A softer sound emanated from the purpose-built study separated from the family lounge by a curtain. After dinner he would retire to this room, which was lined with books by Hammond Innes, James Hadley Chase and Carter Brown — their adrenalin-drenched prose inspiring his own writing. The curtain would part again at 8.30 when he emerged for supper, consisting of a cup of tea and a gingernut. Then it was back to the keyboard where he worked off dozens of tape recordings made with Charlie. This went on for six years.


Roger remembers visiting his father’s law offices shortly after publication and being led around the corner to Hamilton’s main drag where his dad pointed shyly across the road to the Whitcombe and Tombs bookstore. A sea of burnt orange and grey filled the front window. It was taken up entirely with displays of Mark of the Lion, as if it were the only book for sale in New Zealand, and for a couple of months that was pretty much the case.


In his introduction to the book Sandford thanks Charlie and Molly for their hospitality and the many pleasant hours spent at their fireside ‘where Charlie has revealed (perhaps unconsciously at times) the thoughts and feelings that accompanied the deeds of which he is so disinclined to speak’.


Inserted coyly in brackets those two words — ‘perhaps unconsciously’ — spoke volumes. Sandford had earnt Charlie’s trust, no mean achievement, and while this trust was never abused Charlie said more than he intended to say, and once said it could not be unsaid. Charlie had second thoughts about sharing his thoughts and offered Sandford money to forget about writing the book. In a wry aside at the time of publication, Sandford said the only satisfaction Charlie got from the book was the news that the publishers wanted the manuscript reduced by 25 per cent to make it a more economic venture. ‘I’m sure he would have been delighted if they had asked for it to be reduced by 100 per cent.’


The two men’s intimacy did not extend beyond publication. On occasion Charlie wrote to Sandford: ‘It was good to get that cheque.’ But that was about it. There was no falling-out. They just went their separate ways and the relationship became polite and businesslike. I put this down to the fact that no one enjoys running into their marriage guidance counsellor at the supermarket; you get disapproving looks if you are with a new partner and even weirder ones if you are still with the old one. Over the years they remained in contact to discuss new editions of the book, possible movie projects and a possible television series. Modest option payments took ages to negotiate. Nothing ever eventuated. But not from want of trying. Tucked inside Detour: the story of Oflag IVC, a handsome collection of charcoal drawings and pieces by former Colditz Castle POWs, kindly lent to me by Caroline Upham, was a letter from Guy Nunn, an American film producer who was incarcerated in Colditz with Charlie, thanking her and her husband for their hospitality on a trip to New Zealand:


No one can really budge Charlie’s infantryman’s mindset about anything, but if any of you can pry him into agreeing to production of a film or TV series based on MARK OF THE LION we would be extremely grateful. His reasons for ducking any further personal adulation or memorialisation are perfectly understandable but it seems to us, especially with Sam Neill’s personal interest, that there is a great opportunity here to tell the world of the truly astonishing contributions to the winning of WW2 of the New Zealand Division.


When it was published by Hutchinson in London in 1962, Mark of the Lion became a worldwide best-seller, shifting 5000 copies in America alone. In 1963 it appeared in paperback. Additional paperback editions have been published with different covers at regular intervals ever since. The pot of gold at the end of the rainbow turned into King Solomon’s mines, helped in no small measure by glowing reviews. The Times Literary Supplement said it was as exciting as anyone could wish for. The Edinburgh Evening News said it was a magnificent story. The Manchester Evening News called it a stirring tale. Book of the Month said the full-blooded character of the man and his comrades exploded across the pages. Reviews at home were also generous, save for a handful of sour blasts. Writing in the New Zealand Listener on 30 November 1962, W.E. Murphy complained:


Charles Upham is an authentic New Zealand hero. A biography of him is therefore an important literary event. This one is bitterly disappointing and he was ill advised to endorse it. I found this book entirely unworthy of its subject. Three actions for which Upham was decorated — Crete, Minqar Qaim and Ruweisat Ridge — have been reduced to cheap melodramas unrecognizable to anyone who knows the facts.


W.E. Murphy clearly saw himself as someone who did know the facts, who should have got the gig. The sportswriter and author T.P. McLean, who was also adjutant of 22nd Battalion, dismissed Sandford’s best-seller as ‘the blood and guts version’ of Charlie’s life and not what he would have written. The Times of London columnist Bernard Levin wearily observed of this school of criticism: ‘Some people would criticise the miracle of the loaves and fishes on the grounds that Jesus did not provide slices of lemon and tartare sauce.’


Levin would have applauded the review published in the 8 September 1962 edition of the New Zealand Herald, which asked questions that are still relevant:


The subject of courage holds endless fascination and has been studied in innumerable books. How can comparisons be made between timorous individuals who conquer trivial fears and the bold man unmoved by danger? Where is the boundary between bravery and foolhardiness, between shrewd judgement and good luck? The feats of Charlie Upham were not momentary and unthinking reactions — they extended over days and were repeated numerous times. The author has realised the wish of Charles Upham that the story should be read as a tribute to the men with whom he served. Yet the enigma of Charlie Upham and the qualities that set him so far apart from others remains.


The enigma of Charles Upham gripped me when I first read Mark of the Lion and it fascinates me still. Sometimes all you can do with an enigma is measure its dimensions and fix its position in space and time. Astronomers do this with black holes. Then you brighten the background to bring the silhouette into sharper focus. At the very least, this is what I would like to do for Charlie.


Until I read Mark of the Lion, my interest in the Second World War had been confined to War Picture Library comics. Commonwealth schoolboys in their millions could purchase four titles a month blissfully unaware that their heroes piloting Spitfires, leaping from Crusader tanks and firing Bren guns were the work of Italian and Spanish artists whose countries were on Nazi Germany’s side during the war. When a shy migrant from Liverpool arrived at high school and whispered that his parents had allowed him to bring a trunk of War Picture Library comics with him, a rowdy bunch of us followed him home that afternoon like swarming bees. The trunk took up much of the sun porch that served as his bedroom. There were gasps when he lifted the lid. To us it was a moment akin to Howard Carter opening the coffin of Tutankhamun. With his mum looking on anxiously, he said we could borrow two at a time if we treated them with care.


My favourites were set in North Africa. The rendering of men, munitions and machines was superb. I enjoyed laconic, lantern-jawed Kiwi and Aussie Desert Rats in baggy shorts and wide-brimmed hats taking on the panzer tanks of the Desert Fox, Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. Many years later, the blunt, walking stick-whirling Member of Parliament for Southland, Norm Jones, wrote a terrific memoir about his experiences in North Africa, where he got a leg blown off. He asked me to illustrate the cover. Drawing Norm was easy, but when I tried matching the graphic skills of my war-comic heroes or capturing the spirit of New Zealand war artist Peter McIntyre’s charcoal sketches, I fell woefully short.


After putting down Mark of the Lion I immediately began picking up other war histories like Reach for the Sky, the biography of Battle of Britain hero Douglas Bader. The White Rabbit is the biography of a British secret agent, Forest ‘Tommy’ Yeo-Thomas, who parachuted three times into enemy-occupied France before he was caught and tortured by the Gestapo. Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut describes his experiences as a POW caught in the horrific firebombing of Dresden. The forensically detailed and searing If This is a Man was written by Auschwitz survivor Primo Levi; the encyclopaedic Inside the Third Reich by Hitler’s Minister of Armaments and War Production, Albert Speer, who somehow escaped the noose at the Nuremberg war crime trials. Plus, everything published since by Antony Beevor and Max Hastings. In one of his best short pieces, Woody Allen brilliantly parodied the never-ending tsunami of literature about the Third Reich, in particular the suspiciously detail-rich memoirs of top Nazis who were part of Hitler’s inner circle yet claimed to have no knowledge of the Holocaust.


THE SCHMEEL MEMOIRS


The recollections of Hitler’s Barber


In the spring of 1940, a large Mercedes pulled up in front of my barbershop at 127 Koenigstrasse, and Hitler walked in. ‘I just want a light trim,’ he said, ‘and don’t take too much off the top.’ I have been asked if I was aware of the moral implications of what I was doing. As I told the tribunal at Nuremberg, I did not know Hitler was a Nazi. The truth is for years I thought he worked for the phone company. When I finally found out what a monster he was it was too late to do anything as I had made a down payment on some furniture. Once, towards the end of the war, I did contemplate loosening the Führer’s neck-napkin and allowing some tiny hairs to get down his back but at the last minute my nerve failed me . . .


There are two war books I always purchase in second-hand bookshops when I happen across them, to give to friends and strangers: Mark of the Lion and Explaining Hitler: the search for the origins of his evil. The latter by Ron Rosenbaum is a superbly researched, brilliantly written masterpiece, shocking and searing. Rosenbaum:


Before Hitler, we thought we had sounded the depths of human nature. He showed us how much lower we could go, and that’s what was so horrifying. It gets us wondering not just at the depths he showed, but whether there is worse to come.


A few years ago in the foyer of the Grand Hyatt in Melbourne, I was having a coffee with the late, great comic genius John Clarke, and I told him that Rosenbaum’s book about searching for the origins of Hitler’s evil had got me thinking that someone, not necessarily me, should write a book about searching for the origins of Charlie Upham’s courage. John flashed his wry, knowing smile. ‘You know about Upham’s death notice, don’t you?’


I didn’t. Leaning forward keenly, John told me the Christchurch Press had published four death notices for Charlie: one, as you’d expect, from Molly and the girls in memory of a loving husband and devoted father, another from his old chums in the Second Expeditionary Force, a third from the Greek community extending their deepest sympathy, and a fourth from a most unlikely source. John paused for effect, his eyes bright and popping: ‘The Germans! They must have known he was crook and they had someone monitoring the situation. Pretty flash, the Germans. I’ll send it to you.’ He did, and the obituary read:


UPHAM, Charles Hazlitt (VC and Bar)


One of the bravest and one of the best soldiers — in deep respect. Sympathy for family and friends on behalf of the Association of former Afrika Korps, Karl Heinz Boettger (Col. Ret’d), Hamburg. Germany.


Whoa! The Germans put a death notice in a New Zealand newspaper saluting a former foe? How extraordinary is that? It may be without precedent. According to Lieutenant Colonel (Retired) Christopher Pugsley, respected military historian and prolific author, the Afrika Korps and the Fallschirmjäger (Paratrooper) association formed links with Allied ex-servicemen groups at various commemorative reunions over the years, so it may well have happened for others. Exploring the forces responsible for a seemingly bottomless well of courage that even his enemies admired appealed to me.


What happened to Charlie after the war intrigued me as well. How did this painfully shy man manage the rest of his life under the crushing weight of unwanted attention and fame? A great deal about him is a matter of public record. A great deal is not. Clouding and obscuring his story are falsehoods and urban legends. Is it true, for example, that as an old man Charlie stalked the cliff-tops of his Conway Flat farm at night, like mad King Lear on the moor, armed with a .303 rifle and firing wildly out to sea at Japanese squid boats glowing on the horizon? Did he really fly into a rage and order people in German cars off his property? Wikipedia hedges its bets on the latter. Their entry on Charlie reads: ‘He obtained a war rehabilitation loan and bought a farm on Conway Flat, Hundalee, North Canterbury. It is said that for the remainder of his life, Upham would allow no German-manufactured machinery or car onto his property.’ I have met people over forty who believe this is gospel. I have met people under forty who have never heard of Charlie. This is blasphemy.


An updated adjudication on Charlie would not be such a bad thing. I knew his daughter Amanda would give me pointers and introduce me to the right people. Only a handful of the Second World War generation who served with her father were still alive. By default, any book I wrote would be based on archival sources. No problem. The bulk of the New Testament was written half a century after the crucifixion of Jesus.


§


When I resigned as a syndicated editorial cartoonist for Fairfax newspapers, with my work published daily in half the newspapers in New Zealand, friends my vintage who were finding regular employment of any sort hard to come by wondered to my face if I’d taken leave of my senses. Explaining that I had to get a book about Charlie Upham out of my system confirmed this: ‘You do realise, don’t you, that Upham was a psychopath!’


[image: image]


My last cartoon for the Dominion Post before taking leave to research and write this book. Ripping off Peter McIntyre’s evocative, brilliant charcoal sketch proved harder than I expected.


I heard this more and more as I got further into my research. Based solely on hearsay, this forensic conclusion was reached by intelligent people who’d never met him. It was armchair psychiatry. Second-hand armchair psychiatry at that. They’d met someone at a wedding who had met someone on a plane who knew his neighbour. Not being a health professional was not a disqualification. They didn’t need Charlie to interpret ink blobs for them or to have him lie down on a couch and pour his heart out. Nor would subjecting him to an MRI scan looking for frontal lobe lesions serve any useful purpose. Not when the proof was blindingly obvious. Upham was a serial killer. Everyone knew that.


True. But Charlie was fighting a war. That’s what soldiers do. Kill the enemy. Preferably in large numbers. Furthermore, they argued, Charlie wasn’t really brave because he knew no fear. Fearless people aren’t brave because true courage involves overcoming fear. So, strictly speaking, he didn’t deserve any medals. This is not true. Charlie was fearful many times. Mostly of the unknown. He preferred his risks to be calculated. When he knew the odds, his fear didn’t magically vanish, it just seldom got the better of him. Not all the time — when the patient ahead of him in a filthy Italian field hospital in North Africa died in agony after having a mangled leg sliced off by guillotine without the benefit of anaesthetic, Charlie was terrified. Babbling, struggling and protesting loudly, he managed to stop them chopping off his mangled left arm. In doing so, there is no question he saved himself from dying of shock on the operating table.


§


I heard out my disapproving friends as calmly and patiently as I could. I didn’t want my indignation to be as knee-jerk as their condemnation. I was pretty confident they were wrong. On and off, I have been researching Charlie’s life since the mid-1990s when it first occurred to me, with monstrous presumption on my part, that I was the best person on Planet Earth to make a movie about the double VC hero.


After Charlie’s death in 1994, a number of fevered and amateurish attempts to make a film about him failed. Which is a blessing. They would have been dreadful. More recently, more professional endeavours have been mounted. I was briefly involved in one of them. I wrote two drafts and got feverishly excited myself until the producers brought me back to earth with a thump when they hired the award-winning English screenwriter Jeff Pope to write subsequent drafts. They may yet be successful, and I will have to watch it in a lather of envy and resentment.


A German film company, who thought that Hardy Krüger resembled Charlie and could play him, once made tentative enquiries. I don’t think this idea was run past Charlie, or if it was the person responsible is probably still running. Charlie’s main concerns about any movie were romance and scandal. He didn’t want any of that nonsense, which of course is the heart and soul of most biopics. He wanted final say on every page of any screenplay, to which Hollywood would never have consented. Still, had he been an American or a Brit, a compromise would have been reached and a movie or two would have been shot by now. Chances are that any film made this long after his death will have enough heaving breast and thrusting buttock in it to kill him again.


I knew Ken Sandford’s son-in-law, the late Bruce Wallace. He worked in the Parliamentary Press Gallery when I was writing a weekly column on politics for the New Zealand Listener. Bruce had assumed control of the Sandford estate. I would need to charm him to get the screen rights to Mark of the Lion. Years before, Bruce’s first wife, Ken’s daughter, died tragically when their baby daughter was tiny. Unable to cope, Bruce gave her up to her maternal grandparents to raise as their own. This may have contributed to the strangely detached, glacial zeal Bruce exuded. He was hard to warm to, and through no fault of his own he bore an uncanny physical resemblance to the Nazi Adolf Eichmann, one of the main organisers of the Holocaust. An unfortunate look for someone handling Charlie’s biography.


I courted Bruce for months, buying him coffee and taking him to lunch in Wellington at his favourite cafés on The Terrace just up the road from the Reserve Bank, Treasury, Broadcasting House and Parliament, all of whom he seemed to have mysterious dealings with. He was playing a secretive game with me as well. He really wanted Peter Jackson to direct a movie about Charlie. Eventually, he got to the point and asked me to sound Peter out. But Charlie was a hero in the wrong war for Peter. His grand passion was the First World War, and back then his every waking moment was consumed with filming The Lord of the Rings. Peter didn’t have time for an Upham project and in short order Bruce didn’t have time for me. Everything lapsed and we never met for coffee again. Sadly, he died of cancer in 2007 at just fifty-nine.


Around that time, I laid the movie idea to rest.




Chapter 2


‘I think I went around the bend a good bit’


When I talk to people who knew Charlie well, they rubbish the suggestion that he was a psychopath. Taking their assurances at face value just because they had met Charlie in person didn’t feel like refutation enough.


It was armchair psychiatry in the reverse direction. More conclusive proof was required. I have a degree in physiology and I worked for a time in a psychiatric hospital as a student volunteer. I appreciated and understood that I needed a second opinion from a higher authority. I did the right thing. I consulted Dr Google and I read The Psychopath Test by the best-selling behavioural science writer Jon Ronson. It became very obvious very quickly that Charlie didn’t remotely qualify as a psychopath.


Were it posthumously possible to subject Charlie to the gold-standard diagnostic screening test used worldwide to assess psychopathy, the Psychopathy Checklist–Revised, the PCL-R, he would tick a couple of boxes, no question. Most of us would tick some of them at some point in our lives. This doesn’t mean the psychologist asking Charlie questions wouldn’t be quietly shitting themselves — they would. He had that effect on people.


In his journey through the madness industry, Ronson commented several times on the unnerving, icy stare of some of the psychopaths he interviewed in high-security prisons. Cold, piercing eyes, however, are not necessarily windows into a skull churning and broiling with murderous rage and, as a consequence, are not on the PCL-R checklist. This checklist, compiled and refined over many years by Robert D. Hare, a former Vancouver prison psychologist, is an inventory of twenty distinct traits that psychopaths typically exhibit. Points are awarded 0, 1 or 2 depending on the strength of the trait. A zero for complete absence. A score of 1 when the trait is present in a mild form, and scoring 2 when it honks like a car-alarm. A total score over 30 would be cause for concern. When the maximum score of 40 is achieved, the psychologist conducting the test is advised to make no sudden movements. Within easy reach on the wall of the prison or psychiatric hospital assessment room there should be a red panic button. This should be pressed as discreetly as possible as soon as is practicable, followed by silent prayer with the eyes held open.


The famous PCL-R checklist follows. I have added my thoughts and my estimated score for Charlie:


ITEM 1: Glibness/superficial charm


Charlie made little effort to be diplomatic. He was described by one neighbour as being the rudest man she had ever met. Dr Fred Moody, who was in Colditz with Charlie, remembers him taking a set against one hapless POW for no good reason, informing him bluntly: ‘I don’t like your bloody face. Keep away from me!’ In the confined quarters of a medieval castle with only one small exercise yard, this was easier said than done. ZERO.


ITEM 2: Grandiose sense of self-worth


Charlie was reserved and hated being singled out for special attention. He had to be ordered by his superior officers to participate in a radio interview after winning his first VC. The hand-lettered Upham name on the nondescript letterbox at his front gate is definitive proof. Nothing could be further removed from a neon sign. To the distress of his family, this letterbox was stolen within days of Charlie and Molly leaving the farm for the very last time. ZERO.


ITEM 3: Need for stimulation/proneness to boredom


Charlie loved repeating a quote he incorrectly attributed to his favourite author, Mark Twain. ‘Sometimes I sits and thinks and sometimes I just sits.’ No one needing stimulation or prone to boredom moves to a remote farm at the end of a long metal road on a lonely stretch of Kaikoura coast. ZERO.


ITEM 4: Pathological lying


Charlie was truthful to a fault. If he had been a little less candid, life would have been much easier for him and the people who knew him well. ZERO.


ITEM 5: Cunning/manipulative


Charlie was never devious and seldom scheming, except for when it came to plotting escapes from POW camps. ONE.


ITEM 6: Lack of remorse or guilt


Charlie was seemingly unbothered about the number of Germans he killed in battle, but he had deep regrets about his behaviour behind wire, admitting to Sandford (my emphasis):


I think I went around the bend a good bit when I was in that Italian cellar at Matruh and never really recovered until I had been back in England a few days. I am not proud but ashamed of most of my life as a POW. I never accomplished anything and must often have been a damn nuisance to my mates and no help to anyone. Looking back on it all dispassionately, I would never have taken from Jerry a quarter of the things they took from me.


Back in New Zealand after the war, moments of blinding rage continued to occur, but apart from terrifying people no harm was ever done. After calming down, Charlie would pay a visit to his next-door neighbour and close friend, Frank Wilding, to recount the exchanges over a beer or two and ruefully concede that he might have overstepped the mark. ONE.


ITEM 7: Shallow affect


Charlie was not unresponsive or emotionally inert. He was more than capable of showing anger, disgust, joy, sadness and surprise. Nor were his emotions superficial, as anyone who saw him lose his temper will confirm. As for immunity to surprise, Charlie hated being surprised. During the war, however, it’s true he didn’t show fear even when it was clearly the most mature, sensible and legitimate response to many of the situations in which he found himself. ONE.


ITEM 8: Callousness/lack of empathy


Charlie cared deeply about the safety and welfare of the men under his command. Once, when still just a sergeant, after dusty, energy-sapping desert manoeuvres he threatened to smash up a mobile canteen truck with a pickaxe handle if his platoon were not served hot tea along with their hard rations. He sobbed uncontrollably when he was evacuated from Crete and many good men were left behind to be taken prisoner. He wanted to stay with them but was denied permission. He shared his water bottle with tied-up German prisoners in the middle of a desert battle under a blazing sun. Friends, neighbours and his children tell me that Charlie was kind and thoughtful, albeit sometimes veiled behind a brusque veneer. ZERO.


ITEM 9: Parasitic lifestyle


Charlie was proudly self-reliant and perfectly content to live a simple, modest life. He often said that all a man needed in life was two feeds a day and a warm, dry place to sleep. ZERO.


ITEM 10: Poor behavioural controls


On several occasions behind wire, Charlie completely lost his temper and physically assaulted German officers, which was absolutely verboten. He was extremely fortunate not to have been shot dead on the spot. ‘Sometimes I got so bloody angry I didn’t care what happened to me’ was his sheepish explanation later. TWO.


ITEM 11: Promiscuous sexual behaviour


Charlie was prim, proper and almost Victorian in matters pertaining to the opposite sex. His language when talking to his troops was direct and earthy, except when it came to warning them of the dangers of unprotected sex in the fleshpots of Cairo. He coyly advised them to wear a condom if they felt they must have a ‘naughty’. ZERO.


ITEM 12: Early behaviour problems


According to his nanny, young Charlie was a quiet, caring and thoughtful boy. ZERO.


ITEM 13: Lack of realistic long-term goals


Charlie survived the war as a POW in no small measure by planning the farm he wanted, the stock he would run and the crops he would plant when he returned home. ZERO.


ITEM 14: Impulsivity


Some of Charlie’s escape attempts were spur-of-the-moment acts of near lunacy. He argued that desperate times sometimes call for desperate measures. In the heat of battle, actions that others considered wild and reckless Charlie considered carefully calibrated and finely judged. TWO.


ITEM 15: Irresponsibility


Apart from invariably appearing scruffy on parade, being insubordinate when he thought superior officers had issued orders he considered daft and dangerous, a couple of bouts of drunkenness and losing his pistol, a chargeable offence, Charlie performed his duties as a soldier in an otherwise exemplary fashion. ZERO.


ITEM 16: Failure to accept responsibility for his own actions


Charlie often berated himself for failings both real and imagined. But not always immediately. ONE.


ITEM 17: Many short-term marital relationships


Charlie was devoted to Molly during their long and happy marriage. ZERO.


ITEM 18: Juvenile delinquency


As a boarder at Christ’s College in Christchurch, Charlie casually broke many rules, especially those he considered petty and pointless, but his behaviour never came close to delinquency. He didn’t shoplift, vandalise property, convert cars, or physically assault or sexually molest people. ZERO.


ITEM 19: Revocation of conditional release


As a POW, Charlie was frequently punished with long spells in solitary confinement for insubordination and attempting to escape, but he never altered or tempered his behaviour in any way as a consequence. TWO.


ITEM 20: Criminal versatility


Charlie was never a criminal, let alone a versatile one. ZERO.


By my reckoning Charlie scores 10 points out of 40. Mother Teresa, the Queen Mother and Oprah would score higher. Charlie’s only chance of qualifying as a psychopath would be to miss the test altogether and apply for an aegrotat.


During the war, many of Charlie’s fellow soldiers referred to him as ‘mad’ or ‘crazy’, but this was after witnessing his fearless feats or insubordination. Charlie was ‘mad’, but only in the sense of being rash, reckless, impulsive, quick-tempered, rebellious and an irrational risk-taker and rule-breaker.


If Charlie wasn’t a psychopath — and he most certainly wasn’t — another explanation is needed for the source of his physical and moral courage. I have a theory that involves a relative who gave him a timepiece as a gift.


§


I got my first wristwatch in my late teens and treasured it for years until my Irish gravediggers’ arms stretched the strap to breaking point and it dropped unnoticed to the ground, leaving me devastated when I discovered its absence. When the strap on my latest watch, which is solar-powered and will keep running in total darkness for a year, which is strangely comforting to know, snapped recently in Crete, I promptly got it repaired in a coastal village, figuring that locals tilling stony soil and repairing fishing nets would have brawny, powerful forearms. Less than a week later the leather broke when I was tightening it on a flight to Cairo. Worried I might lose it, I promptly tucked it into a zipped pocket inside my R.M. Williams bag for safekeeping.


§


Few things are more personal to a soldier than his watch. They are often a cherished present from a parent, an uncle or an aunt to mark some milestone in their lives. Passing exams, turning twenty-one, getting engaged, heading off to war. Along with identity tags and wedding rings, they rest against the skin. The wearer’s blood pulses directly beneath them.


In his wonderful book Gunner Inglorious, New Zealander Jim Henderson describes sustaining hideous wounds in battle and being driven back across the Western Desert in a German ambulance by German Red Cross orderlies. He was in great pain. They drove as carefully as they could over the rough terrain so as not to jolt him. Throughout the long gruelling night, the driver stopped at regular intervals to open the rear doors and check on him with a torch. After taking Jim’s pulse, he lifted a flask of coffee to his cracked lips, insisting softly that he needed to drink and assuring him that he would be all right. They eventually arrived at an assembly of tents in a dust storm. Sand whipped against Henderson’s face as the driver and his assistant hastened him into the shelter. When the driver turned to go, Henderson offered him his only remaining thing of value: ‘A prized wristlet-watch, the farewell gift of my mother. He refused. I indicated by signs I wanted him to take it as a present. Again, he shook his head, and, without a word, turned and disappeared into the storm outside.’


In Mark of the Lion, Beau Cottrell had the reverse experience when he was wounded and taken prisoner in North Africa. His watch, also a present from his mother, was unstrapped from his wrist by a young German. He did it gently, but the psychological wrench was still jarring. Beau wept as quietly as he could. He was lying in an Axis Powers’ field hospital in El Daba, quite possibly the same tent city Jim Henderson fetched up in. It was after the disaster on Ruweisat Ridge, where Charlie was also wounded and taken prisoner. Charlie lay close by, his left elbow smashed. Earlier that day Italian soldiers on a looting spree got short shrift when they reached Charlie’s cot. ‘Fuck off !’ he shouted, and they did.


Beau’s suppressed sobs got to Charlie. They had been pupils at Christ’s College together. Beau was a couple of years ahead of Charlie, a first-fifteen star and later an All Black. Charlie looked up to him. ‘You okay, Beau?’ he asked quietly. Beau’s weeping got worse. ‘Sorry, Charlie. It was a gift from my mother.’ Upham swore under his breath and gingerly prised his watch off his throbbing arm. ‘Have mine, Beau. Too fucking heavy for me now, anyway.’ Beau was aghast. ‘No, Charlie. I don’t want your watch. You keep your watch. Please!’ It was too late. Charlie had wrestled it clear. ‘If you don’t want the fucking thing, they’re not gonna get it!’ Charlie flung it at Beau and dropped back onto his cot, exhausted from his painful efforts. The watch landed in the sand beside Beau. ‘Thanks, Charlie,’ he whispered. There was no response. Charlie had already lapsed into unconsciousness. Beau wore it for the rest of the war, trying several times to return it to Charlie, who bluntly refused to accept it.


Back in New Zealand, Beau worked for a time as a barrister in the Auckland courts where he met and became friends with another young barrister, Ken Sandford. At the end of long, tiring days appearing before learned judges, they threw their horsehair wigs and black gowns onto pegs and raced downhill to pubs like The Occidental in Vulcan Lane for the six o’clock swill. The air was thick with shouting, laughter, cigarette smoke, Brylcreem and Old Spice. As a precaution against the revelry coming to an abrupt halt, tables were forested with full jugs of beer. It was here that Beau told Ken about his experiences behind wire with the most decorated Commonwealth soldier in the war and showed him the watch with the initials CHU on the back.


Learning how it came into Beau’s possession was crowning confirmation for Ken that Charlie’s story had to be told and that he was just the man to tell it. Roger Sandford believes his father asked Cottrell as well as Kippenberger to put in a good word for him with Charlie. It wouldn’t have hurt.


§


Beau’s daughter, Anna, a prolific, award-winning documentary filmmaker, who kindly sent me excerpts from her father’s meticulously kept war diaries, says her father loved Charlie. Of the watch with CHU engraved on the back, there is no trace. Anna says the Cottrells had a house fire, and her father’s memorabilia went up in smoke, a few months after her mother died.


Charlie wouldn’t have lost any sleep over it as he demonstrated on his eleventh birthday when he was given a pocket watch by a relative who proudly informed him that it was ‘boy proof ’. Charlie waited until the adult visitors had gone then took his friends upstairs to witness him conduct a scientific experiment. Leaning out over a balcony, he tossed the watch into the air. Landing on the gravel driveway, it was disembowelled, bleeding cogs and springs. Surveying the entrails, Charlie scoffed at the claim that it was ‘boy proof ’.


I suppose you could argue, as some of my friends have, that the experiment proved that young Charlie was indifferent to material possessions. I don’t buy that. Charlie’s experiment proved only one thing to me: he was a spoilt little snot.


§


Charlie’s parents lived in a stately, spreading, two-storey colonial home in central Christchurch, a stone’s throw from Hagley Park, the Botanic Gardens, the Gothic revival splendour of Canterbury University, the Canterbury Museum and Christ’s College. The Upham home was decorated Edwardian style with dark woodwork, high-backed sofas, heavy drapes, brocaded chintz and a tall grandfather clock. It reeked of decorum and gentility. Perfect for the daughter of the manse. Charlie’s mum, Agatha, was the daughter of Canon Coates, a man of legendary piety and probity. Charlie’s dad, John, wore a top hat at his daughters’ weddings. The Uphams had four servants: a cook, maid, nanny and a gardener for the grounds. This was during the Great Depression when some men were reduced to wearing sugar bags and many New Zealanders went hungry. It was a far cry from the modest rehab-loan house on Conway Flat where Charlie would eventually happily raise his own family.
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