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1
            Preface

         

         Christopher Miles (1939–2023) was a filmmaker of international vision, with a very particular and original approach. Although he had a special affection for France, he filmed all over the world: in China, Argentina, Italy, Poland, Belgium, America, Mexico, Turkey, Greece and Mauritius, as well as in the United Kingdom. He made feature films and documentaries, working as director and often producer and screenwriter as well. He had a great sympathy for the writings and life of D.H. Lawrence, making two important films on the subject, and he possessed an inventive humour that suited his other filmic investigations of human nature. Sometimes, this bordered on the surreal, but his style was usually straightforward narrative, relying on his fine choice of actors to carry his interpretation. Beside the Lawrence films, The Virgin and the Gypsy (1970) and Priest of Love (1981), one of his earliest, The Six-Sided Triangle (1963), is a short film of much distinction, and one of his last, The Clandestine Marriage (1999), is a brilliant comedy of manners. All four are extremely entertaining – a characteristic of Miles’ work.

         He was a hands-on director, who knew about film and how it behaved from very early in his life. His father was a keen photographer who owned a cine camera, and Miles soon learnt how to operate this, rigging up a tape recorder to his projector in order to synchronise a soundtrack. He started experimenting with film, writing lurid melodramas and enacting them with his siblings, so he was in effect directing from the age of twelve onwards. Film was his language, his way of communicating with, and making sense of, the world. What you might call his ‘private’ directorial debut was at the age of eighteen, with All that Sparkles Is Not Champagne, the most elaborate and worked-up of his home movies.

         Carrying the Can, the title he chose for his memoirs, has more than one meaning. With its origin in nautical or military slang of the 1920s, its primary meaning is to take the blame that should be attached to another. By extension, it has also come to mean doing the ‘dirty work’ that others couldn’t or wouldn’t do. Christopher’s father, and in effect the whole family, clearly used the phrase in this secondary sense, with added resonances of responsibility and 2continuity. Christopher himself added another layer of meaning by making punning reference to the cans of cine film his own feature films were stored in. In this way, language adapts its meanings to the context in which it is most frequently used.

         This book concentrates on his formative years and, as such, is of considerable interest to anyone curious about the genesis of a filmmaker. Although there was significant emphasis on competitive sports, there was also a generous admixture of the arts in his upbringing. Both parents painted, and his father was not a bad portrait sculptor. That arty ambience was conducive to creative work of all sorts – painting, acting and writing being just three kinds of expression popular with the family. It is hardly surprising that both of his sisters became actresses and his brother a painter, and he himself experimented with various art forms. But above all, Miles was fascinated by celluloid. From childhood, he was interested in any camera he could lay his hands on, but movies really gripped his imagination. He made a short 8mm film of a friend’s baby alligator, and this was shown on BBC TV in 1957, when Miles was aged seventeen and still at school. This was the first time 8mm film had been shown on television, and the transmission entailed certain technical difficulties.

         The following year, after he had left school, he directed his first proper feature at home, All that Sparkles Is Not Champagne, casting both his sisters, Sarah and Vanessa, and Sarah’s friend Anna Willys (better known as Anneke Wills), all three of whom were to become professional actresses. Sarah Miles has had the most glittering career, with memorable roles in The Servant (1963), Blow-Up (1966) and Ryan’s Daughter (1970), among many others. She was twice married to the playwright Robert Bolt. Her development offers an interesting parallel to Christopher’s. He went to film school in Paris (1961–2), and she to RADA in London, after which she burst upon the film world like a tornado. Miles wrote and directed his first serious film in Paris, a short entitled À Vol d’Oiseau (1962), during the summer vacation from film school. On his return to England, he wrote, directed and co-produced another short film, his first in 35mm, again starring Sarah Miles, entitled The Six-Sided Triangle (1963). This was a commercial and critical success, and was nominated for an Academy Award.

         Miles joined the Grade Organisation, the most successful light entertainment talent agency in the United Kingdom, and was asked 3by Leslie Grade to write and direct a promotional film for The Shadows, the instrumental rock group who were also the backing band for Cliff Richard from 1958 to 1968. This became Rhythm ’n’ Greens (1964), which was successfully distributed as a supporting feature throughout the ABC Cinemas circuit. Although initially supposed to be simply about The Shadows, the most popular group in the country at the time, Cliff Richard also had a small (and possibly symbolic) role as King Canute, who was famously unable to stop the tide. The film traced the history of England through the ages via the music of The Shadows, and was set on the beaches of England, specifically near Great Yarmouth. Leslie Grade then offered Miles the chance to direct his first feature film, another promotional vehicle, this time for Frank Ifield. Entitled Up Jumped a Swagman (1965), it was a musical comedy based on the story of an aspiring Australian singer who moves to London and the people he encounters, including a gang of crooks. It was clearly an attempt to emulate the success of Cliff Richard’s films, was made when Ifield was at the height of his popularity, and featured the yodelling country music-style ballad ‘I Remember You’.

         Miles recalled that the film was ‘a baptism of fire’, with major script problems, but it taught him a great deal about making a feature. Above all, he learnt that getting the script right was central to the film’s ultimate success. Nonetheless, it did confer on him the considerable prestige of being the youngest feature director working in England, a position he continued to hold for five years. France still loomed large in his affections and influences, and Miles’ next film was a self-funded homage of sorts to the spirit of old Paris that was fast disappearing. This was the Rue Lepic Slow Race (1967), a celebration of Montmartre and eccentricity, along with the poets, musicians and artists associated with the quarter. Miles’ French connection continued with Time for Loving (1971), which had an original screenplay by Jean Anouilh, and offered a nostalgic look at Paris before and during the Second World War, as seen through the eyes of three separate couples, renting at different times the same artist’s studio, again in Montmartre. All three relationships are intriguing: Joanna Shimkus as a medical student in love with Mel Ferrer’s middle-aged doctor; the newly rich Susan Hampshire trying to rekindle her affair with Mark Burns; Philippe Noiret as a harassed businessman trying to live equably while torn between the demands of his wife, his mistress (Britt Ekland) and his self-pitying mother.4

         The last of Miles’ tributes to the life and culture of France was a film of Jean Genet’s play The Maids (1975). Starring Susannah York and Glenda Jackson, and detailing the intricate sadomasochistic fantasies these maids enacted, the film employed a number of Genet’s theatrical effects. Miles planned the whole project as a twelve-day shoot with a single, often static camera, delving into the lush settings and making effective use of costumes. The film was shown at the 1975 Cannes Film Festival, but not as part of the main competition.

         Meanwhile, Miles had had his first big success in 1970, with the adaptation of D.H. Lawrence’s novella The Virgin and the Gypsy. This made his name. The eminent filmmaker Michael Powell wrote Miles a remarkable fan letter after seeing the film, saying that he liked it so much he came out of the cinema singing and dancing. He called it: ‘a beautiful film: the best and most solid piece of work that I have seen in at least three years: the most moving and beautiful English film (although I hate the insular phrase) that I have seen in 10 years. Besides being romantic and beautiful, it is true and moving. What a relief to see Lawrence handled by a team who are completely unselfish and full of love for him and his people’. Praise from a fellow director doesn’t come much more generous than that.

         The Virgin and the Gypsy was voted best film by both the British Critics’ Circle and the New York Press, and was also nominated for a Golden Globe. It was a hit, running for eighteen months in the West End of London and breaking box office records in New York. As The Maids was to be a few years later, it was screened at Cannes but not entered for the main competition. Other D.H. Lawrence projects were to occupy much time and energy in Miles’ later career, including adaptations of The Plumed Serpent and The Lost Girl, but these proved elusive in terms of realisation. The second big Lawrence success appeared some ten years after The Virgin and the Gypsy, when Miles directed a powerful portrait of Lawrence the man, played by Ian McKellen in his first major screen role. This was Priest of Love (1981), filmed in Cornwall, Nottingham, Oaxaca, Florence and France in the actual houses where Lawrence wrote, painted and died. Working again with the writer Alan Plater, as he had on The Virgin and the Gypsy, Miles chose actors who physically resembled the characters they were to play (McKellen made a very good Lawrence, and Penelope Keith was touchingly convincing as 5Lady Dorothy Brett), bringing in John Gielgud as the censor who hated Lawrence’s work and Ava Gardner as the generous patron Mabel Dodge Luhan. It was excellent casting, and actors of this quality brought a special resonance to the film. It opened the London and San Diego Film Festivals in 1981.

         There had been other projects between 1970 and 1980, notably an excursion into theatre in 1972, when Miles directed his sister Sarah in Thornton Wilder’s play The Skin of Our Teeth in Chicago. The same year, Miles directed a half-hour adaptation of a short story by Anton Chekhov for the BBC. Zinotchka was scripted by Melvyn Bragg, with Charlotte Rampling in the title role. A satire on the Common Market was next on the stocks: That Lucky Touch, a romantic comedy starring Roger Moore and Susannah York, ably supported by Lee J. Cobb, Shelley Winters and Donald Sinden. If Miles himself was slightly dismissive of this venture (he called it a pot-boiler), it is nevertheless an agreeable and entertaining tale, with some memorable sequences – mostly with Susannah York. The film was financed by European sources and was made under the auspices of Dimitri de Grunwald’s European Film Consortium. Miles had first worked with de Grunwald on The Virgin and the Gypsy, and also made Time for Loving with him, but the relationship was not an entirely happy one.

         Although making feature films was his first and preferred language, Miles also enjoyed working in television, and his next project was an ambitious spoof along the lines of Orson Welles’ 1938 radio adaptation of The War of the Worlds by H.G. Wells. The writer David Ambrose had submitted a script to Anglia TV that had not been taken up, and Miles suggested reworking it as a documentary about the ‘brain drain’ and government conspiracies. The result was Alternative 3 (1977), which, like Welles’ radio broadcast, caused panic among its viewers with its reporting of plans to make the Moon and Mars habitable if climate change wrought environmental catastrophe on Earth. All this was not just meat and drink for conspiracy theorists and alternative thinkers, but was also remarkably prescient about the climate. It was presented as an edition of the Anglia TV series Science Report, in a style which has come to be known as ‘mockumentary’, but which many found convincing.

         Following on from the success of Alternative 3 – which sold well in Australia, Canada and New Zealand, but which was banned in America – Miles was asked to direct one of the first episodes 6of Roald Dahl’s Tales of the Unexpected, in what became the long-running series presented by Anglia. The story Miles adapted was called ‘Neck’, featuring an art collector (Michael Aldridge), his errant wife (Joan Collins) and a butler (John Gielgud, in his first interpretation of this role). This was broadcast in April 1979.

         Christopher Miles’ memoir ends with his father’s death, in the middle of work on Priest of Love. Of course, this was not the end of Miles’ career, but it was as far as he wanted to take it in his book. I have outlined some of the major events and achievements of his later years in a brief Afterword, but now it’s time to turn to the book itself.

         Andrew Lambirth

      

   


   
      
         
7
            Foreword

         

         A friend who is a book and film script collector, and has been cataloguing Christopher’s archive, rang me just as I was opening the car door. ‘I have been asked to write 500 words on what it’s like to be a film director’s wife,’ I blurted out. ‘Just one word is all you need,’ my friend replied, sending me into fits of laughter, knowing that had he been alive, Christopher would have definitely laughed too.

         We often agreed that throughout the vagaries and challenges of life in the film business, it was our sense of humour that kept us together, particularly Christopher’s. ‘The ever-patient Suzy’ was not always so docile, but if there were sometimes ‘hellish’ moments, they were matched by many more joyful ones. We were a team. Even before we were married, one of my main contributions was cooking a tempting dinner for a prospective financier for one of Christopher’s projects. While I was at work as a stylist for Keith Ewart, Christopher would buy the food. After an exhausting day driving around London finding props, my task would be to have dinner ready in Christopher’s mews house by the time the producer had seen a film in the downstairs screening room. I timed the meal by the music wafting up from below.

         After we were married, Sophie, our daughter, and I would often be alone together, holding the fort while Christopher was away filming. Paradoxically, being separated also kept us together. Christopher was working on what he loved most, and I was enjoying my life as a young mother in London, with Sophie, the school run, painting, my family and all my friends around me. On Christopher’s return, after an often fraught time filming, it was a relief to have some settled family time together.

         I enjoyed the times we spent location hunting before the start of a film. After a long search, finding Raper Lodge, the rectory for The Virgin and the Gypsy, was a very exciting moment. On another occasion, with Sophie in the back of the car, we were on the way to stay in a cousin’s villa near Florence, in order to search for locations for Priest of Love. When the exhaust pipe fell off in Spotorno, on the Italian border, much to Christopher’s annoyance, Sophie was 8able to buy her first gelato, which she had been longing for! As time went by, Sophie would often bring a school friend with her, which made the trips much more fun. We went on some wonderful location-hunting holidays together, particularly in Greece and Turkey.

         Christopher mostly worked at home, and this was sometimes difficult to manage, especially when our London house was taken over by a film company before shooting, particularly by the costume department. Quite often, the only place to seek refuge was in the loo. Once, when one of the stars borrowed a pair of my jeans to go with an outfit, I was mortified to overhear her complaining that they were far too large! I was never bored by the longueurs of being on location because I could usually find a quiet place to sit and challenge myself by attempting to draw everyone moving around the set.

         I once successfully applied for a job when times were a bit lean, but soon worked out that employing a nanny would cost much more than my wages, so turned the job down. I was happy when commissioned to paint a friend or neighbour’s garden or a still life. I even sold a painting of our cat looking at the goldfish in our pond to a London gallery. Then I was recommended for an exhibition in a gallery in Guernsey, run by the Whineys, who became great friends. Sophie was given leave from St Paul’s Girls’ School to come and support me while Christopher was away filming. Christopher was always very encouraging, and I was employed to make paintings for the Eastwoods in The Virgin and the Gypsy. For Priest of Love, I copied Lady Dorothy Brett’s portrait of D.H. Lawrence, as well as making a painting based on her New Mexican landscapes. For this picture, I was strapped to an easel in a howling dust storm near Oaxaca while some peons looked on. My painting was full of sand, which gave it some texture anyway. After we moved to our Wiltshire farmhouse in 1993, I was also given the task of recreating a Greek dining room for a film of Plato’s Symposium, which I did by painting frescoes on the walls of our restored barn.

         Being in Oaxaca for the filming of Priest of Love was an adventure, but it was quite challenging for Sophie as a little girl of nine. Everybody was kind to her and loved her. We would often escape and go down into the centre of Oaxaca with Penny and Roddy [Penelope Keith and her husband], Stanley Seeger and Christopher Cone. There was one occasion when we were all waiting 9interminably inside a boiling hot tent for the day’s shooting to begin. Sophie broke the languid silence by crying out ‘I want to go home,’ to which Ava Gardner replied, ‘Out of the mouths of babes …’

         The following weekend, Stanley and Christopher Cone invited Sophie and me to go on a trip to the seaside, much to Christopher’s annoyance. We flew to Puerto Escondido in a private plane, which was fun and quite an adventure. While we were there, Stanley, who was a great collector, bought a swordfish skeleton, which was almost too long for the small plane. We were all squashed into the front seats, Sophie sitting on Christopher’s knee next to the pilot, with the fuel gauge terrifyingly on empty. The plane flew very low, with its wings appearing almost to touch the mountains on each side. I looked down on the jungle below, wondering how long we would survive if the plane ran out of fuel!

         Before Christopher died, sitting by his bedside after the tragic death of our daughter, we would often reflect on our long life together, just the three of us. ‘We had a lovely time,’ we used to say.

         Suzy Miles

Devizes, May 2025

      

   


   
      
         
10
            Introduction

         

         I have often been asked how I started making films as a young teenager in the early 1950s, before today’s easy-to-operate video cameras and mobile phones. Although my mother was a keen cinema-goer, it was my father who influenced me the most. He was a gifted amateur painter and sculptor, and an early enthusiastic filmmaker just after the First World War. As I was the eldest of his four children, he hoped I would ‘carry the can’ and join his consulting engineering firm, but it was the evidence of his home activities – paints, easels and clay, along with cameras and projectors – that had the greatest influence on me. It is hardly surprising that I was drawn to making films, as my brother was to painting and my two sisters to acting. Thoughtful and considerate, he was not a domineering man, but his dynastic hope that I would join his firm was difficult for me to rebel against, although eventually I did.

         At the end of his life, just before I was to embark on my biggest feature film, my father acknowledged the current demise of the steel industry, which contrasted with the apparent staying power of the cinema. He realised that the steel industry lacked investment and new technology, while the film industry was about to change from a photographic medium into a digital one, where the final film was no longer delivered to cinemas in cans but in hard drives or downloaded from satellites. He could see that the world required less steel, but still wanted to be entertained.

         The changeover from registering images on film using a lengthy chemical process needing laboratories to a speedy electronic digital process has altered forever the way films can now be made, projected, downloaded and copied. Today, due to the triumph of the computerised image, the making of special effects is much easier to achieve than before. Also, this new facility minimises the need for inventiveness with camerawork, montage or editing, which used to stretch the skill of the creative filmmaker. Nowadays, it is possible to make pigs fly quite easily with computer-generated images.

         To copy a film clandestinely before the 1980s was expensive and time-consuming. However, it is now a relatively easy operation 11where, by downloading or using a digital disc, the perpetrator can release his fraudulent work onto the internet and deprive the filmmaker of revenue. Viewing downloaded or streamed films on a computer or television screen, or even on a mobile phone, with all its ambient distractions, is a far cry from the visually and audibly enhancing experience of seeing them in a darkened cinema. The pandemic has caused cinema attendances to decrease, but hopefully this will pass in the course of time. And I hope you enjoy the pre-digital, pre-internet cinema era as I write about my efforts to become a filmmaker.

         Christopher Miles

      

   


   
      
         
12
            Chapter One

            Carrying the Can

         

         
            To be ignorant of what occurred before you were born is to remain always a child. For what is the worth of human life, unless it is woven into the life of our ancestors by the records of history?

            Marcus Tullius Cicero

         

         ‘Chuzzer is in La Bourboule, Pusscat’s still out on Mischief, Nessie is far too young, and we promised Meryl that one of you would go, so Jukes you’ll have to carry the can’. Throughout his life, my father, John Miles [2], had enjoyed inventing nicknames for his children, family and friends. Mine was ‘Jukes’, and his use of the old army expression made my position clear. I would, as a twelve-year-old and the eldest of his four children, have to go to the party and represent the family. Sarah (‘Pusscat’) was riding her pony, aptly named Mischief, who had bolted with me the first time I went out on him, making me swear never to give him another chance and so ruling out any further equestrian adventures. Martin, nicknamed ‘Chuzzer’, after Dickens’ Martin Chuzzlewit, had asthma, so my parents had sent him to convalesce in France. While Vanessa, ‘Ness’, our youngest sister, was only five … So, off to the party I went in the summer of 1952. ‘It won’t be so bad once you get there,’ father said – and it wasn’t. Already a keen young filmmaker, I borrowed his old wind-up cine camera in order to break the ice by filming the partygoers. This helped my shyness and entertained them at the same time.
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         Memories are not as persistent nor as reliable as film. My father had been recording events in his life on film for many years, and he owned a dual-gauge projector at home which showed both 16mm and the French 9.5mm film. Watching him using this machine fascinated me from a very early age, and I soon learnt to operate it myself. Often, I could see that threading up the projector exasperated him, so I was able to help by learning the method. This led to me trying out his cine camera, too. Any youngster can take moving pictures today by just pressing a button on their mobile phone, but eighty years ago it was much more complex. My father’s early Bell and Howell camera was completely hand-operated, as were all 13amateur cameras in those days. Firstly, the camera had to be loaded with film, then the clockwork motor wound up with a large metal key. There was no automatic light meter, so an exposure had to be taken with a meter, or guessed at, together with a calculation made of the distance between the camera lens and the subject being filmed. Only then, while peering through the viewfinder, could the recording button be pressed. Little did I realise that my interest in these machines would enable me to travel to the far corners of the world, meet so many talented and interesting people, and actually enjoy what I wanted to do – make films!

         Sitting on the Can

         Going back to carrying the can, but this time sitting on it, my earliest memory is watching a pair of army boots walk past me as I sat on the pot in the nursery. The date must have been around 1941, when I was nearly two years old. The boots belonged to my godfather ‘Hoppy’, a great friend of my father’s. As usual, my father had shown his friendship by giving George Hopkinson a nickname. The glimpse of his boots was the only sight I ever had of Hoppy, though he left a christening present of a silver napkin ring for me. Years later, we were told that on this occasion he was visiting my parents before joining Major General Browning for the 1st Airborne Division’s invasion of Sicily. By 1943, he had been promoted to Major General himself, but died during the attack on southern Italy, so I never knew him at all except through my father’s stories. The only record of him we have is a shot of his rather awkward smiling face in a silent 16mm black-and-white film, which my father took on the day of his visit.

         Over the years, my father fascinated us with some extraordinary stories about Hoppy. We knew that my father was born in 1895, and that he was one year older than Hoppy. In 1913 they were both studying engineering in Nottingham prior to going to university. When the First World War broke out, they enlisted together, with my father joining the 13th Battalion Royal Field Artillery and Hoppy the 4th Battalion North Staffordshire Regiment. During the war, they each won the Military Cross for bravery as young officers in France. They were both keen hockey players, playing together and continuing to keep in touch after the war ended.

         My father won his Military Cross on 28 March 1918, near Bucquoy in France. By then, he had risen in rank to that of Captain. He was 14in charge of signals, and it was on the three days prior to 18 March that he was extremely brave, ‘constantly having to lay or mend wires under enemy bombardment where the shelling was most severe and did so with entire disregard to his personal safety. His work (and the results of it) and his behaviour were beyond all praise’. This was how his actions in joining up the telegraph wires were described in the army citation.

         There is a poignant photograph of him on Kitty, his favourite horse, before leaving for France in 1915. This was the first of three beloved horses named Kitty, two of which were shot from under him [3]. Knowing how fond my father was of animals, this must have been very traumatic for him. He rarely spoke about the horrors of the First World War, but did tell us that the Germans had been commanded to shoot at all officers on horseback.
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         Another wartime memory of his that shocked me occurred when one day, as a disgruntled schoolboy, I described something or someone as ‘lousy’. He suddenly turned on me angrily, saying that I had no idea what the word really meant. If I had been in the trenches, I would never forget what being infested by lice could mean. He told me never to use the word again.

         One of his other fellow officers was Captain Hess, the brother of Dame Myra Hess, the well-known English pianist, and he was known for giving his firing orders with his legs wide apart. This amused the other gunners until a German shell landed between his legs and failed to explode, showing that luck was on his side. My father also survived the war without injury, as he was demobbed without a scratch. The cemetery at Bucquoy records that thousands of brave young soldiers were not so blessed.

         After he returned from the First World War, my father resumed his engineering career in the family works. My paternal grandfather, Thomas Miles, had designed, built and managed a small foundry at Holwell, near Melton Mowbray in Leicestershire, in 1900. He later moved from Holwell for a better position, becoming general manager of Thorncliffe Ironworks near Chapeltown, South 15Yorkshire. My father spent much of his youth there with his elder brother Richard, his sister Pegs and mother, Elizabeth – nicknamed ‘Doothe’. They lived at Lane End House, which was then in the countryside but not far from the works [4].
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         My father left Chapeltown for America after a couple of years to study steelmaking in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where new blast furnace techniques were being used. It was here that he met Hermann A. Brassert, a British-born, German-trained steel engineer, who was a renowned pioneer in these new techniques. He had wanted to form a London company to make use of his ideas and patents. By that time, he had offices in New York, Chicago and Berlin, and asked my father to become managing director of the London office.

         An Old Film Can Reveals Surprising Secrets

         Trying to find other photos of ‘Hoppy’ besides the 16mm extract and one of him in uniform, I found a can marked ‘OLD 1920–30? NEGATIVES’. I wasn’t sure what these were, but presuming they were the negatives of family photos, I had never opened the can. When I finally did open it up, I found fifteen cardboard cylinders full of negatives, tightly curled for nearly ninety years. They were mostly in their original cartons marked ‘Automax – Leica Service – City Sale & Exchange, Cheapside, London EC2’. As my father owned one of the early Leica cameras, and his office was near City Sale & Exchange, they were probably his.

         They were difficult to examine even with a magnifier, but some seemed to be of Mill House, the first house my father bought. Others were of camels and people in solar topees, and some of towns and people I didn’t recognise. Howard Maryon-Davis, a professional photographer who happened to live close by us, began to scan these very curled and unruly strips of celluloid. He rang me later to confirm that the telltale sprocket holes on the negatives indicated they were indeed taken by a Leica, but did I realise that some were taken in Nazi Germany, as he could see a swastika flag hanging from a window? I was very surprised, but later amazed when I looked at the scanned photos. There, among the images on the first two rolls, was an astonishing picture of my mother 16standing next to a huge, open-top Mercedes-Benz in what looked like a street in Nazi Germany! [5] But when and where exactly?
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         I sent the photos to an old German friend, Klaus Muller-Laue, whom I’d known since our film-school days in 1960s Paris, to find out more. He later rang me to say that the Mercedes was a top-of-the-range 1938 cabriolet with a Berlin number plate, which could travel at well over 100mph. Jack Warner of Warner Bros had one, as did Clark Gable. The street, he thought, looked like one in Berlin.

         I contacted my brother, Martin, who still had some of our father’s company files, to see if this German trip was mentioned, as we knew that our mother worked briefly as father’s assistant in London before the war. However, most of the company’s pre-war files had disappeared, and there was no mention of a German expedition. We also remembered being told that Herman Brassert, who was the chairman of the company then, was a cousin of Hermann Göring, who was fast becoming a very important member of Hitler’s chancellery. So, the Mercedes could have belonged to Brassert or Göring.

         From the two rolls of Agfa film, Klaus managed to decipher the journey my parents had taken after their ship docked in Bremen. They had motored on Hitler’s newly built yet deserted autobahn to Berlin, where they stopped at Brassert’s office. They then proceeded south to Salzburg, where a banner encouraging the young to follow the Führer can be seen across the street in one of the photos [6]. Just below it is a swastika with a German officer 17walking towards camera. This photo would only have been possible after Hitler had annexed Austria on 12 March 1938, as the flags can still be seen flying in celebration. They then made for Linz, which also had a steelworks. According to other files my brother found, Brassert’s company was carrying out a feasibility report at that time for the German government to see if the plant’s steel production could be augmented.
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         From the order of the negatives on this roll, it seems that after stopping at Linz’s main square, the chauffeur took them to the Linz steelworks, as the photo was clearly taken in a hurry, with two people out of focus in the foreground [7,8]. Clearly visible at the bottom left is a field gun and a concerned-looking German soldier walking towards the camera. The field gun is next to some concrete posts seemingly guarding the steelworks.

         These photos could refer to a story my father told me about a trip he had taken in Germany and Austria before the war, when his chauffeur told him that it was forbidden to go down certain streets and take photographs. As the rest of this roll of negatives is blank, the photo of Linz steelworks was probably the last one he took on that trip. As he later discovered, he was lucky to have been able to keep it.
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         18In 1938 there were twenty-five American engineers working in Brassert’s Berlin offices, together with 750 German engineers and trained personnel. The London office’s big undertaking at that time was the completion of the Stewarts & Lloyds steelworks in Corby, where they had mastered a Swedish method for smelting low-grade iron ore. Hermann Göring had heard about this method, as Linz also had low-grade ore, which is why Göring commissioned Brassert and Co. to oversee the implementation of the new process. However, the outbreak of war in September 1939 left Brassert and Co. in a very precarious position, and much of their German business had to be rapidly terminated.

         Although the Treaty of Versailles after the First World War prohibited Germany from rearming, Göring was secretly appraising many of Germany’s steel plants for further production. Among them was Linz, which was renamed the Hermann Göring Reichswerke and became the largest steelworks in Europe. It was said to be a manufacturing base for ‘tractors’. Much later, it was discovered – surprise, surprise – to be secretly making tanks for the Third Reich.

         We could find nothing in the company files about our mother’s employment as an assistant, and she only mentioned it once to me when quoting my father’s delighted expression, ‘It’s in the bag’, when she told the story about a Turkish contract which had been signed by Atatürk’s government. This was a contract for Brassert and Co.’s London office to build a steel plant at Karabük in Turkey in the mid-1930s. It is also where the stories of my godfather Hoppy begin to make sense. My father entrusted him with the role of site manager during the construction of the works, as he felt his military organising talents would get things going. However, as there were no roads, and very little in the way of transport to Karabük, Hoppy used to fly them both out in a de Havilland Hornet Moth biplane that was owned by the company.

         Neither parent kept a diary, so cans of cine or 35mm rolls of film are the only records we have of our father’s life before the Second World War. In the same can of negatives, there are photos of him prospecting for iron ore in Egypt, which were the ones featuring solar topees, camels and tents.

         Another roll was of the now rare and then newly invented Agfacolor, which when scanned revealed more information from their unknown past and indicated what happened after that trip 19to Germany in the summer of 1938. Hoppy had flown them to Istanbul, as both had been invited to attend the funeral of Atatürk, the first president and founder of modern Turkey, in November. Intriguingly, I found in my father’s sketchbook a humorous drawing he made of a plump Greek Orthodox priest hurrying down the streets of a town, entitled ‘The Greek church – Sofia 1937’ [9]. But what was he doing in Sofia, as Brassert and Co. had no business there? I eventually worked out that as the Hornet Moth had a fuel range of just over 600 miles, both he and Hoppy would have had to refuel at least twice on their way to Turkey. Sofia, as the capital of Bulgaria, would have been their last refuelling stop before heading south over Greece to Istanbul and then Karabük. It also explains a story my father told me many years later about the dangerous downward draught they encountered flying over Mount Athos.
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         It was a surprise to Brassert and Co. that they managed to get such an important Turkish contract. As my father told me later, after they had completed the feasibility report, he had to visit Ankara to go through the designs and budget with the Minister of Industry. Ankara was not a large town then, and had only been the capital for a few years, so he walked from his hotel to the Ministry. The meeting was going well until they came to the budget section, and the Minister asked why there was no provision for his own fee. Looking him in the eye, my father assured him that it was not his company’s practice to add ministerial fees to their budgets, and politely bidding him good night, put on his hat and coat, and left the building.

         What he hadn’t realised was that three feet of snow had fallen during the meeting, so he was very cold and wet by the time he reached his hotel on foot, and rather dispirited. Surprisingly, and against German competition from Krupp Steel, he pulled off one of Brassert and Co.’s major deals when the Turkish government gave the go-ahead for Karabük to be built. Maybe John Miles had passed the Turkish incorruptibility test!

         Mill House

         After the First World War and working in London, my father bought an old Elizabethan house near a derelict windmill not far from Ingatestone in Essex, just over half an hour’s train journey from Liverpool Street station [10]. All my earliest memories are of Mill House and its garden.20
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         Family photographs and films were kept rather randomly in a large chest of drawers in the drawing room. The silent films we had (apart from family ones) were a couple of Charlie Chaplin shorts and one Harold Lloyd, and by helping with the projector, I was soon able to see how films were made and shots put together to make a sequence. Today, there are no sprocket holes, nor bits of film that can sometimes come adrift, as all the mechanisms and images are hidden in an electronic memory, and there are no working parts for the inquisitive mind to examine.

         The basic idea of claws intermittently grabbing a strip of celluloid and drawing it through a ‘gate’ in front of a light source, thus projecting moving images onto a screen, was first demonstrated by the Lumière Brothers on 28 December 1895, in Paris. They coined the word ‘cinématographe’, from the Ancient Greek κίνημα (kínēma, meaning ‘movement’) and γράφω (gráphō, meaning ‘to write or record’). It took another 100 years to change this rather basic idea into a series of digital images, easy to transport in one memory box, and thus making it unnecessary to carry a feature film in several heavy cans.

         My early memories were of loving parents who seemed to have time for all of us, with no favourites. My father shared my interest in wildlife and plants, and had a keenness for competitiveness and nicknames, all with a sense of humour. He was good at croquet, tennis and badminton, which he played with a neighbour in the main barn. He marked out the lawns and playing areas himself, 21helped by Mr Brand (or just Brand as he preferred to be called), the gardener and handyman. Although father was shortish in stature, he carried himself well and was quite a snappy dresser, who always wore his wartime moustache and smoked a pipe. He can be seen smoking it in the photograph as he tries his hand at sculpting Philip Henderson, a poet friend and author, who often came to visit us at Mill House [11].
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         Philip was tall and slim, and came to see us a few times after the war, once singing to an accordion he played in the garden. Much later, I discovered a book by him about Christopher Marlowe, entitled And Morning in his Eyes, in which father had written on the flyleaf to mother: ‘Christopher would like to read this perhaps – love from John – Oct 1937’. This was written two years before I was born.

         We all inherited our father’s slight stutter – in fact, he even stuttered with his hands when playing the piano [12]. He was not religious and always quoted Voltaire – ‘If there was no God, 22man would have to invent one’. He did not want us baptised as he felt we should all make up our own minds when old enough. This led to a hastily convened clandestine christening in which a vicar friend carried out the ceremony, as you cannot be confirmed in the Church of England without being baptised. This enabled Martin to declare at the font that he did not want to be christened Martin Edward Miles, but just Martin Miles, a chance few of us get with the names we are given at birth.
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         It was easy to spot Philip Henderson playing croquet in these newly scanned negatives, but who was the woman standing next to him? She had been in the old 9.5mm films flitting across the screen, but these had only been transferred to DVD after our parents died, so I sent copies to a couple of much older cousins to get their reactions. Mary Strang was the daughter of my uncle Richard. She told us that the mysterious lady was in fact Pat Miles – our father’s first wife! This was not a big surprise, as we had learnt in our late teens that father had previously been married, but we had never seen any photos of her. Clearly, one of our parents had wanted to get rid of Pat’s photos but had forgotten to destroy the negatives.

         Mary wrote later to say that Pat Miles was a gifted intellectual who had no inclination to raise a family, which was one of John’s dearest wishes, which explained why I and my siblings were all born much later. After they separated, she went to live with an Indian writer and wrote a novel called They Came to a Mountain. She was a communist and went with father to Russia between the wars to study communist practices. However, this was during the era of meal tickets, which were not readily available, so Pat and father were forced to forage elsewhere in Moscow for food. She imbued John with some of her communist views, which she seemed to have clung on to, as Martin remembered father saying she helped the Bulgarians pick turnips at the end of her days.

         She seemed to have been unaware of the Great Famine of Russia from 1929–32, which was about the time they were there. Many 23considered the Great Famine nothing short of genocide and blamed Stalin directly. Not to mention the Gulag system and Stalin’s regime of forcing the better-off peasants (Kulaks) from their own land, many of whom were murdered, exiled or forced to work in collective farms or construction, where millions more died. None of which my father discussed in later life when we argued about Karl Marx. It seemed by then that his communist convictions had waned. Even so, he did support Pat until her death in 1977.

         We later learned that Pat would only divorce father when ‘Wren’, our mother, gave birth herself. This I recently discovered after examining my parents’ marriage certificate, which shows to what lengths our poor mother had to go in order to live with father in the mid-1930s. She had to change her surname to Miles by deed poll, and then could only marry after we were born. The two witnesses on that certificate were interestingly enough Philip Henderson and our family doctor, Mary Adams.

         To be very left-wing in the 1920s was not unusual among intellectuals, since the General Strike was in 1926. During this time, our father told us he remembered seeing the owner of Holwell Foundry driving the first English ‘Talbot’ motorcar up to his steel plant entrance, choosing the workers for that day, and then driving on through the gates, dismissing the others without even looking back. Given this, it was hardly surprising that father first married a woman with the same left-wing outlook on life as himself and who had the same sort of like-minded friends, many of whom were delighted to be invited by a successful young steel engineer to Mill House during those years.

         Among them were Hoppy Hopkinson and Philip Henderson. I suspect that apart from the socialist solicitor Ambrose Appelbe, who worked at Toynbee Hall for the underprivileged in the 1920s, and who with his second wife, Anne, and their four children were life-long friends, most of the other friends were from Pat’s circle. Principal among them was the Irish painter Ronald Ossory Dunlop, who often came to Mill House and who became an RA in 1950. His father, Daniel, a Dubliner, was a great friend of W.B. Yeats, as were Pat’s own family, the Tilney Bassetts, who were also from Dublin.

         My mother’s arrival on the scene naturally caused quite a stir. Unlike Pat, she was glamorous, twenty years younger and not very political. She had bought her own little Austin Seven and dressed 24fashionably [13,14]. Conservative by nature, she was top of her St Paul’s convent school and in later life became a councillor. She had a sister, Joyce, who went to live in America, and a brother, Derrick, who became a civil engineer.
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         Her father, Francis (known as Frank) Remnant, was a Captain in the First World War and supposedly the illegitimate son of Prince Francis (also known as Frank) of Teck, the younger brother of Queen Mary of Teck, wife of King George V. There is a family likeness in photographs, and both mother and Sarah wanted me to find out more. So, many years later, I went to check our grandfather’s birth at Somerset House, but there was no registration of him there at all. Maybe royal bastards can just disappear. Prince Frank of Teck was known for his bad behaviour and many affairs, so much so that he had to be shipped off to India and Egypt to join the Royal Dragoons to be out of harm’s way. So perhaps the story is true.

         Mother’s grandmother was a Baskerville who married George Taylor, a Londoner who shared the ownership of Lundy Island with a doctor in Clovelly. She was originally from Devon. When her daughter, my aunt Hettie, came to visit, she smelled of lavender and always wore a 1920s-style fox-fur stole. This had a little fox head at one of its ends, which intrigued me and made her laugh when I wanted to stroke it. Uncle Derrick always believed that the Baskerville family name was the basis for Arthur Conan Doyle’s Devon tale 25The Hound of the Baskervilles. Hettie had a cousin who was an actress and child performer, a Miss Elsie Prince [15], whose main claim to fame was her triumph in Melbourne’s new St James Theatre in the lead of No, No, Nanette in 1926. At the age of seventeen, she had already been the star of Aladdin in London, so there was some performing blood in the family.
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         German Friends Become the Enemy

         I was the first of four children, the first three arriving in quick succession, beginning with my birth in April 1939, followed by Martin in July 1940, and Sarah in December 1941. Six years later, in 1947, Vanessa came along as a welcome surprise, so making, to our father’s delight, a mixed doubles at tennis. I was born two months prematurely, which caused concern to our doctor, Mary Adams, as it was before the days of incubators. But I survived under her care and that of the nurses at the Paddington Hospital in London. Mary delivered us all into the world, for as well as being a GP, her special talent was midwifery. She was well-read, great fun to be with and, being single, she was often invited to spend Christmas with us.

         The speed with which the Nazis invaded Poland in 1939 was a surprise to most people, making the peace agreement which Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain had signed with Hitler defunct. The declaration of war brought Hermann Brassert’s German affairs to a halt, and he left Germany for the United States. Now that his cousin Hermann Göring had become the newly created Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe, as well as Minister for Steel Production, Brassert’s engineers in Karabük also had to leave Turkey in a hurry and return to England via Cairo. Even though various projects had to be abandoned, father now had the construction plans for several German steelworks, which were soon to prove very helpful to the British War Ministry and Bomber Command. The name of Brassert’s London company was quickly changed to John Miles and Partners – Consulting Engineers. Any connection with Göring was obviously to be avoided, showing how quickly friends became enemies at the start of war.

         In 1940 Hugh Dalton took over as Minister of Economic Warfare and held meetings with John Miles and Partners concerning the destruction of German steelworks. As Dalton wanted to know the best way to incapacitate a steel plant, a prototype bomb and its 26casings was discussed. Company correspondence shows that Dalton asked father whether he could work full-time with the Ministry, but he explained that as he was overseeing the construction of three other steelworks, equally vital to the war effort, he could only give him two days a week.

         Unknown at the time, Göring, as Reichsmarschall of the Luftwaffe, had ringed the Stewarts & Lloyds steelworks in Corby on the Luftwaffe pilots’ maps as a site not to be bombed. The Corby works were indeed never bombed, as the plant would have been useful for the Germans had they won the war. However, Reichsmarschall Göring did not know that Stewarts & Lloyds were involved with Operation Pluto, which stood for ‘Pipe Lines Under The Ocean’. This was a top-secret project started by Britain’s Combined Operations Unit, whose aim was to disrupt and disable enemy operations by any means possible. The unit began looking at how to supply fuel under the sea to the Allied forces almost as soon as the war had started.
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         My first efforts at walking [16], in the paddock of Mill House, were filmed by my father on a 16mm Bell & Howell clockwork camera, which I was clearly intrigued with at the time, as well as in handling my first stills camera [17]. The old windmill, which belonged to the next-door property, can be seen behind me as I took my first steps. Just over a year later, my brother Martin was born.
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         After Martin’s birth, I reportedly used to bang my head on the back of my cot. Nanny Myatt [18], the Norland nurse looking after us, 27was worried by this behaviour. She felt that the arrival of Martin so soon after my own birth had psychologically traumatised me. My parents were similarly concerned, so they employed a psychiatrist, who came down from London to examine me. My mother used to make him rather good cucumber sandwiches. One day, as she told me many years later, she peeped into the drawing room to see what was really going on whilst the psychiatrist attempted to work out my mental state. This he did by watching how I had placed some coloured bricks on the floor. However, what surprised my mother was to see a little boy creeping behind the psychiatrist to find the cucumber sandwiches. From these, he deftly extracted and ate the cucumber and then closed the empty bread halves. My observant mother soon realised that the only person who perhaps needed psychoanalysing was the man from London, as her eldest child seemed rather smart.

         During the early war years, our parents took us to a hotel at Thurlestone in Devon, which had a splendid little beach. Our mother was a good swimmer but was stung on the first day by a Portuguese man o’ war jellyfish. These were like floating blue airbags with menacing tentacles hanging down, so our parents subsequently supervised any sea dips we wanted to take. The second year was clear of them, but the dining room still had a small blob of porridge on its ceiling from one of us not much caring for their breakfast the year before.

         That autumn of 1940, Hitler suffered his first defeat as we won the Battle of Britain. Neither Göring, nor his Luftwaffe, ever recovered from it. At about this time, there was a large and amusing man staying with us at Mill House called Mr Frenkel, whom I later learned had been one of the Jewish engineers working for Brassert in Berlin. Our father had saved him from the Nazis by inviting him to join the London office. He also, at some risk, had organised Frenkel’s Berlin bank account to be transferred to his own in London. Later, Frenkel teased my father as to where the missing interest had gone since the money arrived in London. Father, never a great banker, said it had gone straight into a standard non-savings account – so there was no interest.

         At Christmas 1941, our mother was very pregnant with her third child. As often happens at this festive time with an imminent birth, there was not enough room for turkey, Christmas pudding and the new baby. So, with great joy on New Year’s Eve, Sarah 28was born sooner than expected in Mill House with Dr Adams presiding.

         The threat of German invasion was constantly discussed among the grown-ups, and I picked up some of the conversation in rather garbled form. One clear night, I remember German soldiers smashing down the front door and entering the drawing room, but as the banister handrails in the room were not the same as in my nightmare, I awoke strangely unafraid, knowing it must have been a dream. The prevailing fear of the Germans was heightened by a children’s book father brought back from Berlin. This was Der Struwwelpeter by Heinrich Hoffmann, which he used to translate and read to us. It had gruesome tales and pictures to frighten children into behaving. One was ‘Die Geschichte vom Daumenlutscher’ (‘The Story of a Thumb-Sucker’). In it, a boy called Konrad is told by his mother not to suck his thumb, but when she goes out, he continues his thumb-sucking. Suddenly, a man appears with flowing hair and carrying a huge pair of scissors to cut off the boy’s thumbs. There are other cautionary tales in the book, but none so frightening for a child as this one.

         Father told other, less scary stories, keeping us all entranced with his inventions. We also loved Alice in Wonderland and Winnie the Pooh, but it was Owl who caught our attention and became our favourite. Several china owls were to be found perched on shelves and cupboard tops around the house. There was even a modernistic-looking owl from Auntie Pegs in Denmark, who had married a Danish manufacturer. I still have this in my bedroom.

         The first images I saw in a cinema on a large screen remain unforgettable. A little girl running into her house with her dog and being swept up into the sky by a terrifying tornado were Dorothy and Toto from The Wizard of Oz. The change from monochrome into colour after the house landed in Oz remains as vivid as when I first saw it. Next came Pinocchio and other children’s films, but The Wizard of Oz remains the most memorable. Charlie Chaplin and family films on the small screen at home never had the same impact. There were too many distractions, similar to watching films on a computer today. Filmed images projected onto a large screen in a darkened room still retain their magic for me.

         On the evening of 1 June 1943, my mother went to Bristol Airport to meet my father, who was scheduled on BOAC Flight 777 from 29Lisbon. She arrived at the airport after the news had already been announced that the plane had been shot down, with all passengers and crew being killed. Thankfully, our father was not on board, and although relieved, it must have been a terrible moment for her, as she later said that having to wait for news of father’s next plane was agony.

         Later on, father told us that the day before the flight, the air attaché in Lisbon asked him if he would mind giving up his seat for Leslie Howard, a well-known film star, who had urgent meetings in London that evening. We also discovered there were others who altered their flight plans that day, as it was fairly common during those war years for passenger lists to change at the last moment to make way for VIPs. But what was my father doing in Lisbon during the war anyway?

         After considerable research into old office files, it is clear that our father was, as the phrase goes, ‘helping the UK government with their enquiries’. Hitler and the Nazis had taken over most of Germany’s steel manufacturing for their war effort. Towards the end of the war, both sides were desperate to acquire tungsten (or wolfram as the Germans called it), the toughest metal available, for armour protection and for piercing metals. As a metallurgist who had worked in Spain, my father knew details of the tungsten mines in both Spain and Portugal, who were neutral at that time, so it was just a question of which side could get their hands on this rare metal first. Both Britain and America were trying to prevent Spain from selling any more of it to the Nazis (without much success it must be said, due to its high market value and Spain’s financial deficit).

         When Ronald Howard, Leslie’s actor son, interviewed my father after the war for his book In Search of My Father, he referred to him as a ‘business man’, as even then my father couldn’t say much, as he had signed the Official Secrets Act. There are about four people who claim they were ‘bumped’ from that fateful flight, and as Howard was flying with his accountant Alfred Chenhalls, who slightly resembled Winston Churchill, this became one of the many conspiracy theories about why the plane was downed.

         Ronald Howard’s own theory was that Goebbels, who was in charge of Nazi propaganda, ordered the Luftwaffe to attack the plane in revenge for Leslie Howard’s roles in the anti-Nazi propaganda films The Lamp Still Burns, Pimpernel Smith and The First of the Few. But 30shouldn’t we consider the man who was Hitler’s senior Marschall and also head of the Luftwaffe, Hermann Göring, who must have wanted to fix that steel man John Miles for giving away German secrets?

         However, it seems that after years of extensive research, Sönke Neitzel and Harald Welzer discovered the true story, which they published in their book Soldaten (2012). This was after they had listened to hundreds of hours of bugged German POW recordings, including the conversations of the two Junker pilots who had shot down Flight 777. It was clear that they genuinely had no idea who was on board. The Germans were losing the war by this stage, so had taken to attacking civilian aircraft. As we now know, the Lisbon–Bristol flight had been attacked twice before by the Luftwaffe, but they were sadly more successful on the third occasion. My father, on the other hand, remained blessed until the end of his life, surviving two world wars.

         By early 1945 the Nazis had lost the launch sites in France for their V1 doodlebugs and V2 guided missile rockets. These were now being launched against London from Peenemünde in north Germany, which meant their trajectory was often over Essex. An air raid shelter had been built in the garden, and we were all told that the moment the engine of a doodlebug stopped or we heard the siren, we had to get down there as quickly as possible. We would have to put on those Mickey Mouse gas masks, none of which fitted very well, and I was worried about the gas getting round the masks of Sarah and Martin.

         One evening, I was the first to hear a doodlebug’s pulse-engine from the bathroom window. I pointed out the rocket flame against the night sky to the others, when the engine suddenly stopped. We all rushed down to the shelter and waited. Soon enough, there was a huge explosion. The following morning, we discovered that most of the latticed windows in our dining room had been blown out. We found a huge crater about half a mile away in a nearby field, where the doodlebug had landed. That was Hitler’s last attempt at hitting Mill House, and thinking what damage these monstrous machines caused in London, I realise how lucky we were that this one landed in an empty Essex field.

         Since there was no petrol for cars, mother had to grapple with the reins of a pony and trap, which more than once ran away with her. 31I remember we flashed past Kate Camp’s sweet shop on the edge of Mill Green as she tried to halt the pony, which she eventually managed to do near the anti-aircraft gun. At Mill House, I shared a bedroom with Martin, whose asthma attacks were getting worse. One clear, moonlit night, I was looking out onto the lawn with its little box hedges, when I heard his breathing becoming more laboured. Although he calmed down when he came to the window with me and saw the moonlight on the garden, our parents decided soon after to send him to a Swiss sanatorium for a trial period.

         Victory in Europe Day, 8 May 1945, was a dry and sunny day. This was lucky because my father had built a large bonfire on the field behind the barns, on top of which he placed a fully dressed effigy of Hitler, complete with one arm outstretched carrying a swastika. When it was nearly dark, Bill and Nancy Barraclough, our neighbours, came over with their pretty daughter Betty, whom I always liked as she reminded me of Alice in Wonderland. The flames were soon roaring up into the night sky and consuming Hitler, and everyone seemed to go mad in dervish-like frenzies as they grabbed my hand to dance around the bonfire. Suddenly, the swastika fell out of Hitler’s grasp and, still flaming, landed at my feet. Nancy, her face red from the fire and wild with excitement, shouted at me, ‘Don’t just look at it, throw it back in!’ Had they all gone stark raving mad? Even as a six-year-old, I knew it would be foolish to pick up a flaming swastika. So I kicked it back into the bonfire, which did the trick. The emblem of the swastika took on a very sinister meaning that night, and that feeling of revulsion has remained with me. It was only later that I understood what VE Day meant to the frenzied grown-ups.

         With so much in the way of explosions and fires, I decided we should have a clean-out of all the toys and shoes we didn’t like and have a fire of our own. I managed to light a small fire in our playroom near the house, and my helpful four-year-old sister Sarah trotted around collecting things with Martin. We soon had quite a blaze going when the door opened, revealing a horrified Miss Cripps, our new governess, who had wondered where the smoke was coming from. I was in the doghouse after that, and the hole burnt in the carpet remained for several weeks.

         Miss Cripps was a kindly soul who looked like a cross between Queen Victoria and a koala bear. This was somehow right as she came to us via New Zealand from the Governor of Fiji, a fact she 32raised at the dinner table several times when things weren’t quite to her liking. She began to annoy my parents by saying, ‘When I was with the Governor of Fiji, we used to …’ but her critical remarks had little effect on them and life continued as usual. Later, when I visited her in her little cottage at Navestock Side, near Brentwood in Essex, she had lost some of her assertive manner, and offered me tea and biscuits, surrounded by a fascinating collection of coral and coloured sands from New Zealand.

         At about this time, I was sent to Widford Lodge, a small day school in Chelmsford. Little about the school remains in my memory except a very good teacher, who was helpful with improving my joined-up writing. The seven-mile journey to school was shared with another family, whom I didn’t much like, so one day I decided to walk back home by myself. It was a sunny day, and I held up my hands to stop a large lorry coming down the double arterial road from Chelmsford. To my surprise, the driver stopped. ‘Where are you going, sonny?’ he asked. ‘Ingatestone,’ I replied. ‘Hop in then, I’m going that way.’

         I have often wondered why I took this risk as a seven-year-old, although the idea of a malevolent lorry driver never crossed my mind. Maybe I disliked the daily routine and wanted to make a statement. After thanking the driver, I got down from the lorry at Ingatestone marketplace. Walking past the old village cottages on my way home, I saw in one of the windows a little model of a German weather house, with a good weather man already popping out of its door. He got that right, I thought, as I continued on my way in the sunshine.

         When I arrived home, which was about a mile from the village, everyone was frantic. ‘Where have you been? The police are out looking for you!’ I discovered later they had even partly drained the school swimming pool, and my mother’s relief at seeing me was equally mixed with anger at my behaviour – quite understandably. But I felt I had shown independence.
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