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FOREWORD





THAT THIS BOOK IS A PERIOD PIECE is obvious from the beginning. Its subtitle, Reflections of a Motor Drive from Grimsby to Athens, tells us at once that we are to be taken back to the 1920s, when the English gentry went for Motor Drives across a Europe that was still decidedly foreign, and there was still something funny to a place-name like Grimsby.


It is a comic postcard start to a book as to a journey, leading to a destination that was still hallowed in the English heart and ingrained in the English culture (for as Murray’s Handbook to Greece had observed in 1884, in those days ‘any Englishman with the usual knowledge of ancient Greek will be able to read the Athenian papers with ease’). The substance of Europe In the Looking-Glass (in the looking glass, one notes, not through it) is unmistakably of its time.


But in a literary sense the book is significantly of its period too, because it was one of the first of a revived literary genre – the travel book that was determinedly more than a travel book, but also a display of intellectual enterprise and distinction, a work of art and not least a worldly entertainment. In earlier times many people had written such works in English. Laurence Sterne had toyed famously with the form in A Sentimental Journey and Dickens had portrayed America in a related frame of mind. Mark Twain had light-heartedly toured the world; Robert Louis Stevenson had wandered the Cévennes with his donkey; and Alexander Kinglake had provided a classic model with his Eothen, published in 1863, describing a journey through the nearer east in a cheerfully graceful form that feels almost contemporary to this day.


But the turn of the nineteenth century was the age of Empire, of terrific adventures in exotic parts, and of war. The allures of exploration and the seductions of imperialism made for less pleasurable travel writing, and the narratives of men like Burton, Stanley and Henry Baker, set in flamboyant places and spiced with danger, their bindings gold-embossed with lions and savages, were the non-fiction best-sellers of the age. It was only in the 1920s and 1930s, when the Great War had been fought and Empire was losing its assurances, that the Kinglake tradition was revived, and Robert Byron chose his métier.


Europe in the Looking-Glass was his first book, written in 1926. He was twenty-one, fresh from Eton and Oxford and happily conscious of his remote relationship with Byron the poet. He was a clever, rather idiosyncratic, highly educated young English gentleman, and like Murray’s Briton of an earlier generation, he was steeped in the mystique of classical Greece. He had escaped the miseries of the First World War, he was a child of the automobile age, and it was natural enough that his first foray into literature should be a Motor Drive to Athens, in the company of two similarly high-spirited English friends.


By the standards of his class and time he was conventionally immature, having been sent down from Oxford for misdemeanours, and he and his companions roister their way through this narrative like characters from the young Evelyn Waugh, whose contemporaries they were. For a start they did what such young men did then – they gave their car, a rather grand Sunbeam tourer, an affectionate name, Diana, rather as Stevenson had called his donkey Modestine. They behaved, too, as footloose young men of means did behave, revelling in chance encounters and comic episodes, and Byron indulged himself in a manner presently to became common among English travel writers – a kind of faux-incompetence and effeteness, self-portrayal verging upon caricature. Diana the car is constantly breaking down or running out of petrol, and the three young Englishmen present themselves as most decidedly not mechanically-minded.


Byron was clearly rather pleased with himself, and in this very first work of self-expression he indulges in grand judgements on art, politics and people that will sound to many readers, nearly a century on, insufferably pretentious. Ravenna, he magisterially informs us after a week or two on the Continent, is more overwhelming than anywhere else in Europe. The phenomenon of Rothenburg’s conservation is without parallel in Europe. The art of the Risorgimento awaits recognition as ‘one of the most meritorious intellectual phenomena of the nineteenth century’. Palladio’s sense of proportion was ‘unfailing’. ‘There can seldom have lived a good artist with such a capacity for bad work as Bernini.’


But wait: these were the excesses of a twenty-one-year-old. As one progresses through the pages of this book, one begins to realise that they contain the early elements of a far more remarkable mind. For one thing, for all his know-all judgements the young Byron already demonstrates remarkable insights into the history and meaning of art; in this volume they are expressed most vividly in his responses to Greek classicism, later they were to be superseded by a profound admiration for the then neglected art and architecture of Byzantium. Then again, if there are some overwrought passages of prose in Europe in the Looking-Glass, there are also descriptions and evocations of striking beauty, to stop one suddenly in one’s patronising tracks. And above all, perhaps, there is a truly mellow sense of humour, usually generous, often cynical or irreverent, occasionally waspish, which impregnates the whole work and remains more or less ageless.


The comedy is often incidental, as it were, to the theme of the moment, and generally lies in detail, and in a virtuoso choice of words. We glimpse, for instance, fisherwomen of Naples ‘munching lethargically at their indescribable foods’. At a fountain at the Villa Lante at Viterbo we notice ornamental lions ‘expectorating’ their water towards ‘recumbent’ Tritons below. And for the young Byron the character of the celebrated Greek national costume, the fustanella, is best exhibited by ‘the dirt and squalor of the old men who passed by, their short tunic skirts frilling out above their knees, and their whole legs swathed in bulky white wrappings tied here and there like parcels of washing…’


But in and around the joie de vivre of it all, anyone can see that there is a remarkable sensibility germinating here. In long passages of serious description and analysis a fine intellect is at work too. For example Byron devotes several pages to the cathedral at Esztergom, in Hungary, which he had visited the year before when he was hardly more than a youth. It is a detailed, careful and perceptive technical analysis. Only once does he lapse into his adolescent dogmatism (when he cannot help remarking that the cathedral’s high altar, ‘though inoffensive, embodies the worst characteristics of the Guercino tradition…’) For the rest, having read this undergraduate assessment few readers will be tempted to doubt its magisterial conclusion that ‘the church of Esztergom stands alone as the finest single edifice of early nineteenth-century architecture in existence’.


And we shall be right, for in Europe in the Looking-Glass we are discovering the seed of great writing. After its title page an author’s statement declares that the book makes no pretensions to literary merit – ‘it is offered to the public in the sole hope that the public will buy it’. In fact, a few pages later, Byron says he hopes it will further ‘the new sense of European consciousness’, and this was certainly a truer intention. For it was a first book, very much a young man’s book, and before long Robert Byron was to mature into a writer of high learning, skill and lasting influence, and to be the great master of that particular genre of travel writing with which he first experimented in 1926. He travelled constantly all his life, and became a great authority on matters Byzantine, until six books later, in 1936, he wrote his masterpiece The Road to Oxiana, which established his place once and for all in the English literary canon.


With Europe in the Looking-Glass Byron was pioneering a new kind of travel writing. With The Road to Oxiana one can almost say that he invented another, so startlingly original was its form – a kind of artificial diary and memorandum, put together collage-like in afterthought, and declared by scholars to have had the same sort of effect upon travel writing that Eliot and Joyce had upon fiction. Certainly, by way of Oxiana we can the trace the influence of Robert Byron upon countless later practitioners, from Patrick Leigh-Fermor to Eric Newby to Rory Maclean (who also travelled with a car – not a Sunbeam, but a Trabant).


And many more of us, too, may feel that we have been liberated by Byron’s example from the curse of the travelogue – the stigma that used to imply that travel-writing could not qualify as true literature. Alas, few of us now alive have been able to thank him. Robert Byron died in 1941, aged thirty-five, when a German U-boat torpedoed the ship in which was sailing on a BBC commission to Egypt. His body was never recovered.




 





– Jan Morris, 2012
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CHAPTER I





A POLICEMAN, pacing sedately along the left side of Upper Brook Street at half-past ten on the sultry night of Friday, the 1st of August, 1925, was surprised to find stretched lengthways upon the pavement three recumbent figures, studying a map by the dim green light of a street lamp above them. Drawn up by the kerb stood a massive touring car, the back of which was entirely occupied with a mountainous pile of trunks and suitcases. The policeman, after a minute’s hesitation, unbent so far as to take a glance at the map himself; and, if his eyesight was good, he may remember to this day the shadowy outline of East Anglia that spread itself beneath him, bounded on the west by the Great North Road.


‘Out through Finchley,’ murmured a voice, ‘then past Hatfield to Peterborough, leaving Cambridge on the right.’


This was settled. The map was folded. And the three figures, David Henniker, Simon O’Neill and myself, rose to their feet and moved towards the car. With a last glance, the policeman continued on his way, stolidly scrutinizing the unending succession of area railings that lined the remainder of the street.


The preliminaries of the tour had been rather erratic. One weekend, at the beginning of May, David had arrived in Oxford and asked me to dine with him. We had had a peculiar dish of sole covered with burnt custard and muscatels. During this he suggested that I should join him and Geoffrey Pratt on ‘a trip to the Balkans’. The prospect seemed delightful. We began to outline the route, but found it impossible without the aid of an atlas. Then David motored home to bed.


A few days later Wembley opened her gates a second time to a patriotic public. The first person to be seen on arrival in the Amusement Park was Simon, sitting bolt upright on the Giant Racer, in a bowler hat and gloves. He was nervously sharing a compartment with a small boy in a vermilion cap, and was immediately whisked out of sight as we arrived at the pay-box. For the past year he had been on a visit to the Galapagos Islands as part of a scientific expedition, and since his return we had not until this moment seen him – nor he Wembley.


After he had alighted and suffered the effusive greetings consequent on so long an absence, we asked him what he was doing. He said he did not know. I suggested that he should come with David to the Balkans. It would mean another car. He replied that he thought that that could be managed. At that moment the police, who were on the track of a couple of missing iron chairs, appeared round the corner. We disappeared into Hong Kong, and thence entered Trinidad by a back way, where we drank Planter’s Punches. Eventually we parted in Shaftesbury Avenue.


At the beginning of July the prospective members of the party spent Friday to Monday at Highworth, David’s home. It was arranged that I should go with Simon in one car, while David and Geoffrey Pratt should share the other. But three or four days afterwards Simon discovered that, for various reasons, he was unable to provide a car after all. I, therefore, realizing that all along the idea had been too good to be true, dropped out and decided to go to Ireland instead.


However, on Tuesday, the 28th of July, a wire arrived from David asking if I could leave for the Balkans on Saturday. Geoffrey Pratt, it appeared, had failed at the last minute, as his firm would only give him a fortnight’s holiday. It was to be David, Simon and myself.


The next day I spent between the Passport Office and Cook’s in Ludgate Circus; and the day after hurried home to pack, having a quarrel in the train with a woman in a white feather boa, who proved to be the sister of the local parson. On Friday I returned to London; and was poised on an island at the bottom of the Haymarket, when David emerged unexpectedly from between two ’buses and said that we were starting that night. The rest of the evening passed in a fever of excitement. At ten-fifteen, accompanied by Simon, he drew up at the front door. The tour had begun.




 





In appearance, the party, as a whole, was not undistinguished. The car, a large touring Sunbeam, was painted a dark, nearly black, blue-grey. She was named Diana. Her lines were impressive and her bonnet long, sloping scarcely at all from the level of the tops of the doors. The tank at the back hung low, and the clearance all round was small, so that the back light and exhaust did not survive the third day’s journey. On either side, resting on the front wings, were mounted two wire-spoked spare wheels to each of which was roped a spare outer cover.


The back was entirely filled with luggage. At the bottom, invisible to the policeman and undiscovered by successive customs officials, were a 30-gallon tank of petrol, a cylinder of oil, four spare springs, fifteen inner tubes in yellow cardboard boxes that all came to pieces within twenty-four hours, and an ever-increasing rubble of sticks, hats, books, magazines and stray tools. On top, resting on the seat without its cushion, stood the heavy luggage: a huge yellow cabin-trunk belonging to Simon, that protruded at least two feet above the hood; a very large brown one, the property of David; and a moderate black box of mine. In front were the lighter pieces: two suitcases, heavily fitted with coming-of-age bottles, in canvas overalls; and a very worn Gladstone bag capable of unlimited expansion. Finally, in front in a row, sat the three human units of the expedition.


As the interest, if any, of the following account must depend largely on the angles adopted towards places already familiar and adventures already commonplace, some description of the antecedents of the party may not be altogether superfluous. All three had been educated at the same school and at the same university. At the former, frequently described as ‘one of our leading public schools’, David had preceded Simon and myself; and even we were not contemporary. I retain a vision of him as an older boy, out beagling, running persistently and seriously across ploughed fields, with a rather prominent nose held well up in the air and light greenish blue eyes downcast.


‘That,’ said my informant, in whose house Simon was, ‘is O’Neill. He’s queer – he says he’s a communist. He’s very clever. Yes, I like him.’


It was 1921. ‘Communist’ in those days was but another word for Bolshevik, and at the time the streets of Moscow were running blood. It seemed strange, even as a pose.


The following Easter Simon left. I never knew him except by sight.


David had been taken away before the end of the war. His family had gone to Canada and he, as he was supposed to have bronchial trouble, had accompanied them. He attended a Canadian school and also MacGill University. Then he came home to Oxford. Simon and I arrived there a year later, he having spent most of 1922 at Tours, while I had remained at school.


Simon’s communism is the misdirected outcome of sympathy for those less fortunate than himself. During our trip he talked vaguely of the nationalization of the banks. Otherwise he was considered at Oxford a brilliant historian. He is fond of obscure details, and paradoxes culled, from Chesterton and Belloc, which upset the views of every single authority on any given subject. His knowledge of out-of-the-way facts, such as the date of the death of the last woman who spoke Cornish, or the dimensions of the Albanian fustanella, is astonishing, though uncoordinated. He is extremely well read.


Unfortunately, his relations with his college authorities did not run smoothly. Regardless of his degree, he forsook the pleasures of university life and started to write a history of church persecution under Cromwell. Then he joined the scientific expedition. This, for some reason, elected to go in a sailing ship, and spent most of its time waiting for funds at Panama, to the complete demoralization of all on board. The town was full of American officials and their wives. Eventually they did succeed in reaching the Galapagos Islands; and were finally faced with complete starvation. By that time, however, Simon had left them.


In appearance Simon is upright and neat. He affects a pearl pin and stiff collar. Whenever possible he likes to dress for dinner. Both he and David have lost their fathers.


David is of a different type. A kind of supernatural vigour is his outstanding characteristic. He is lazy, partly because this exhausts him. But whatever he does becomes of itself remarkable.


He is slim, and possesses and wears an enormous wardrobe of fashionable, though sombre, clothes. Whereas Simon is shy and does not converse fluently with strangers, David is totally devoid of even a decent sense of embarrassment and can make inexhaustible conversation to any living creature that understands a single word of French, German or English. He also has a knowledge of history, but his chief interests are decoration and architecture. In the latter he is a purist. To both him and Simon, Sentiment and Romance, far from palliating the defects of a building or the unauthenticity of a legend, are not only meaningless, but repellent. It was on this common ground that they differed most fundamentally from myself.


As mentioned above, Simon’s knowledge of the Universe was confined to Panama, some desert islands and Tours. I had, in the spring of 1923, spent five weeks in Italy under ideal circumstances, and could claim some knowledge of that country and her monuments. I had also visited parts of Central Europe. But of the three, it was only David who possessed more than a superficial familiarity with Europe, her countries and their inhabitants. He knew France. He had experienced revolutions in Germany after the war. And in 1924 he had motored to the Russian frontier, spent six weeks in Poland, and then taken Prague, Vienna and Rome in his stride home. This had been a most remarkable tour, which only his initiative could have carried through. It is his outstanding ambition, in fact, to make the acquaintance of the whole earth and the races with which it is peopled.


To attain a sense of the relative proportions of the various entities of which the modern world is composed, it is essential clearly to define the position occupied by the civilization of the United States. This is only possible by comparison with Europe. But Europe, taken as a whole, is such an unknown quantity to most of her inhabitants, nurtured in the disastrous tradition of the armed and insular state, that they are unable to gauge the contrast between their own corporate civilization, the laborious construction of two thousand years, and the retrograde industrialism sprung up in a night on the other side of the Atlantic. Admittedly it is not to be expected that the doings of three young men, interpreted through the pen of one of them, can prove of any serious value. But if, in providing to a certain degree, however lopsided, a picture of the continent of which England forms a part, these doings will in any way further the new sense of ‘European Consciousness’ that is gradually coming into being, perhaps the reader will forgive the inchoate agglomeration of trivial fact and irrelevant opinion that comprises the remainder of this book.



















CHAPTER II





IT WAS WITH DIFFICULTY that we discovered the whereabouts of Finchley. The way out of London seemed to lie somewhere in the direction of the Wallace Collection and straight on. David was more or less familiar with the road, having once driven to Northallerton and back in the day. He had wished to see some panelling. On the way up he had offered a lift to a tramp, who said that he was making for York. When they reached York, the tramp expressed a wish to come on to Durham. Then, after going with David to admire the panelling, he thought that, after all, he would prefer to return to York. He eventually came the whole way back to London. It is a curious phenomenon, this passion that the unemployed display for motoring. They will willingly retrace a month’s hard walking for the sake of a day’s drive. Perhaps it enables them to forget their troubles.


Once through Finchley, the tramlines seemed as though they would never end. They stretched for miles into country, where there was not a house in sight. After the gates of Hatfield it became so cold that we stopped to put on overcoats. Then I fell asleep, to be wakened some time later by David’s backing on to the main road, having shot up the turning to Cambridge by mistake.


At one o’clock we reached the outskirts of Peterborough. Clumps of giant factory chimneys, silhouetted against the glow of furnaces, rose from the surrounding fields. The town was deserted but for one inarticulate policeman, who seemed unable to comprehend our very natural desire for a hotel. We, at length, discovered the Angel; but an angry landlord in grey and yellow flannel pyjamas informed us that it was full. So was the Station Hotel. The Grand, however, though not possessing a garage, was able to offer us three separate rooms, each of which was furnished with a Bible stamped with the words ‘The Commercial Travellers’ Bible Association’. Thus hallowed, we retired to sleep, leaving Diana, containing everything we possessed, in the street.


The view next morning disclosed nothing but a waste of ruined brick, slightly charred, with the factory chimneys in the distance. In order to embark the car before the dockers stopped work, it was essential to be at Grimsby by eleven o’clock. Simon showed admirable firmness in helping David out of bed at half past seven. A bath did not offer itself. We left about nine, and as it became more and more apparent that we could not cover eighty miles in two hours we remembered that the next day was Sunday, and the day after that Bank Holiday, and pictured ourselves enjoying a healthy weekend romping about on the sands of the Humber. Diana had not been ‘run in’, and could not exceed a speed of forty miles an hour.


After leaving the fen country, we reached the wold country, reminiscent of perhaps the most picturesque of all our laureates. It was hard to think that we must miss that Gothic fireplace, standing but half-a-dozen miles from the main road, which young Alfred and his father had built with their own hands. But it was twelve o’clock before we reached the docks at Grimsby. These appeared to be completely empty. We drove endlessly in and out of bridges, cranes and railway lines, until we eventually found the ship unaided.


A corpulent man in a uniform then emerged from a shed. He said that there would be no difficulty, no difficulty whatever. David’s grandfather, it appeared, owned most of the line. No sooner was his name invoked than we were treated with embarrassing deference. After emptying Diana of her petrol, we picked our way back to the Royal Hotel to lunch, where the waitress, on being asked whether the sole was fresh, drew herself up and replied that she was not in the fish trade.


We returned to find the car safely on board, roped to a kind of wooden tray. We were due to meet the customs man at two. He did not arrive until four. By that time the steward had gone on shore to tea, taking with him the key of the ladies’ lounge in which were locked our suitcases and the papers for the car. He was, therefore, unable to fill in the preliminary paragraphs of the Carnet, a sort of international motor pass – as distinct from the triptyque – which holds good for France, Italy, Czechoslovakia, and one or two other countries. That the validity of the form depended entirely upon the declaration of the customs of the country from which the motor had originally come, this man did not mention.


Our ship, by name the Accrington, a small and slightly squalid boat, was obliged, owing to the vagaries of the tide, to leave the dock about five. We went off in a tender, half-an-hour later, having taken a taxi and done some shopping in the meanwhile. David, having left London in a bowler, provided himself with a high quality Panama; Simon purchased a library of Oppenheims; and I bought a postcard of a view of the docks taken from the air. In addition, we took on board the Times, the Sketch, the Tatler, Vogue, John Bull, the Daily Express, the London Mail, the Methodist Times, and the Nation.


Once safely aboard, it was not long before David received a visit from the Dock Superintendent, a horsey-looking man in his anecdotage, with the usual grievance against the authorities. He hoped we were comfortable. At dinner we were ushered to seats opposite him, and he and David kept up a vivacious chatter about fishing rights off the Iceland coast. About half-past eight he left. We drank a little beer to settle the stomach and went to bed at eleven. David and Simon shared the state-room. I had an ordinary cabin to myself. The state-room had brass beds, not berths.


The morning of Sunday dawned sunny, but rough. The sea was a deep blue, flecked with white. For the moment I felt rather peculiar as I clung to my brass railings or fell heavily against the iron-studded side of the ship. At nine the steward, all attention, appeared with tea and toast. This enabled us to dress for lunch. The day passed without event. We went and lay up in the forepart of the ship, and David made offering to Neptune down the anchor-hole when no-one was looking. This may have been due to the nauseous odour of the fish manure with which the hold was filled. Fish manure, so the steward informed us, was the most flourishing export industry of modern times. As pleasure traffic to Germany was still non-existent, it was the only means by which the ships were enabled to pay their way at all. Towards evening it became even rougher, and two odious little boys, who had formerly stalked about the ship calling one another ‘old chap’, were now conspicuous by their absence – or rather by the noises that emerged from their cabin, which adjoined the smoking-room.


At length, land was sighted on the right. This was followed by Heligoland on the left. Then it grew dark and we went to bed. Gradually we passed Cuxhaven and entered the mouth of the Elbe, and lights shone out from either shore. I must confess to a childish excitement when arriving anywhere by ship, and was perpetually poking my head out of the porthole at the sound of a whistle or the flash of a signal lamp. Naturally, therefore, just as it was becoming light, I fell asleep and did not awaken till we were moored fast to the quay at Hamburg.


The scene was one of tremendous activity. All around towered vast warehouses in the German manner, great expanses of blank brick, surmounted by stretch upon stretch of shining roofs in irregular triangles, like the settings of a modern film. In the air was the tang of salt water and that clear, fresh smell of towns on early summer mornings that is quite distinct from the proverbial freshness of the country dawn. Great long timber barges, with squat black, shingled roofs, were hurried past by tiny little tugs. On the quay, stalwart dockers were busy manoeuvring enormous packing-cases, rained on them by innumerable cranes. Motor-boats, containing pilots and harbour police, were flying in all directions. And in the distance, red, black, and white, loomed the funnels of the great liners, softened through a faint haze of smoke.


By eight o’clock, save for us and a swarm of German stevedores and officials, the Accrington was empty. German bureaucracy had risen to the occasion of Diana’s arrival. Each official spoke perfect English and displayed a paternal kindness, which contrasted strongly with the disobligingness that usually distinguishes the ports of France. A benign figure in uniform, facially the image of the Kaiser, busied himself with our passports as soon as we had bathed; while a living replica of the Crown Prince, bearing his lunch in a crocodile bag, had been deputed by the RAC to attend to the car. After many unpleasant moments, and a reformation of the whole dock in order that ship and crane might meet, Diana was landed uninjured on dry land. We bade the steward goodbye, and accompanied by the Crown Prince and the Kaiser, marched on shore. The latter, radiating good-fellowship, guided us by the arm and made little jokes.


‘You will now ’ave to drrive to the rright. This is no longerr England. Ha, ha, ha. He, he, he!’


We all piled on the car and motored round the corner to a customs yard. There we remained for three hours.


We were now in the midst of the warehouses. Cliffs of unrelieved brick hemmed us in on every side, till the sky was scarcely visible. Incident was forthcoming in the cruelties of the waggon-drivers, one of whom, finding his horses unable to get a huge load of barrels started, beat them so unmercifully that they fell to the ground in a sheet of flame caused by the contact of hoof and paving-stone. Naturally our British blood boiled, and in company with other drivers, we ran to the rescue. The unfortunate animals, however, seemed better able to rise to their feet unaided. At the same time, nowhere in England could one have found cart-horses so well tended or in such good condition.


Meanwhile David was arguing his way from one official to another, deeper and deeper into the warehouses, over the subject of paying a deposit on legitimate spare parts. After an interminable time, a compromise was arrived at, though even this was expensive enough. It was nearly one o’clock by the time we had driven into the more fashionable quarter, where, after filling up with petrol, we had lunch at an hotel on the front of one of the large lakes round which the town is built. The decorations were modern and ugly, consisting of Prussian blue material and brass, the latter mostly fretted by a key pattern. The food was good. At half-past two we found our way to the suburbs and set off for Berlin.



















CHAPTER III





THE NORTH GERMAN PLAIN on that August afternoon wore an air of tranquil beauty, not usually connected with the popular visualization of its expressionless surface. Flat, and even in the golden light of sunset unavoidably grey, it exhibits all the agricultural features that make otherwise uninteresting country attractive. And the view offered by any slight rise in the land is infinite. The fields are small, with hedges; and, as it was harvest time, many were filled with corn-cocks that threw long shadows on the dry yellow stubble. Labourers, men and women, were working late into the evening, gleaning and carting. Here and there small pinewoods, perhaps surrounding an unpretentious country house, formed dark patches on the landscape. Everything seemed at right angles, the side roads to the main road, and the hedges and furrows to both. But once away from the main road, this regularity no longer prevailed.


The half-timbered, red-brick buildings of the villages and farmhouses were surmounted by immense moss-grown expanses of steep-sloping roof. Even those houses and barns that were modern had preserved this style, reminiscent of many of Durer’s etchings, particularly that of the Prodigal Son among the Swine, though Durer, in fact, came from the south. Each village contains a war memorial – or sometimes two, the first dating from 1870 – executed in the style of an advertisement for eugenics; and a parish church that has the appearance of having been designed by an architect who, though unable to draw, knew his way about a box of toy bricks.


The road, at first abominable, improved in the province of Brandenburg. Pavé and asphalt seemed to alternate, while at the side was left a ‘rotten row’ for carts, from one of which a fat wench threw an apple that hit Simon on the head, most part flanked on either side were rows of small trees, either chestnuts, elms that did not look like elms, or apples laden with fruit. These, by their continual dripping, had evidently destroyed any surface that the road might once have possessed. Every now and then a large stretch would be completely closed for repairs, which entailed either making circuitous detours by side roads, or removing barriers and blocks of stone in the face of protesting workmen. After one excursion into the countryside, which ended in a bog, the latter course seemed preferable, though even after the menders had left work there was always some officious cyclist to champion their violated rights.


At intervals couples of Wandervögel, open-necked youths with flaxen hair and khaki shirts and shorts, would wave a greeting as we passed. Some were carrying guitars. Our acquaintance with their species was destined to ripen into intimacy as we travelled further south.


Other motors were scarce. Benz, Mercedes, Austro-Daimler, and a few Italian cars, are almost the only makes to be seen in Germany. The light car is practically unknown.


After passing through Ludwigslust and Kyritz, we arrived in Spandau, an industrial suburb of Berlin, just as it was beginning to grow dark, having taken six hours to drive two hundred miles without a single stop. To David’s delight, we found ourselves upon a newly-made approach to the capital, as wide and as long as the Great West Road out of London, only more effective, inasmuch as it is perfectly straight, slopes downhill, and is for the most part flanked on either side by groups of high modern buildings, grey and rather ornamented, horrible in detail, but successful as a whole. Below us the lights of the city began to twinkle. About eight o’clock we drove through the Potsdammerplatz and up to the front door of the Esplanade Hotel, the staff of which was impressed by our arrival. Large airy rooms on the first floor, looking out through French windows on a garden courtyard and containing every comfort known to science, had been reserved by telephone from Hamburg. We dressed and went down to dinner about half-past nine, to find the restaurant at its fullest. We ate caviare as large as frog spawn and blue trout that looked like Ming pottery. Afterwards we sauntered out, and, to Simon’s disgust, walked a long distance in search of a café that did not exist. Berlin’s amusements have been censored since the immediate postwar days. Very tired we at length returned to bed – or rather to an eiderdown buttoned on all sides to a sheet.


There was little inducement to arise next morning, with a library of detective stories at hand and a Berliner Tagblatt included in the tray of breakfast. However, I was down before the others, with a view to changing some money at the Deutsche Bank. But in spite of the most precise and categorical directions, I was unable to find it. The hotel, therefore, supplied me with a diminutive page, who marched me through the streets with that pompous, measured tread that one usually connects with bishops in the rear of processions. This called forth hoots of ridicule from other boys engaged in window-cleaning and doorstep-scrubbing. Finally I was left in the hands of an obese commissionaire, from whose chin descended a luxuriant growth of grizzled beard parted in the middle. Instead of directing me to the Letter of Credit Department, he impelled me into the middle of the road, and with the gestures of a Franciscan preacher, proceeded to declaim the glories of his bank: not only was this side of the street all Deutsche Bank, but also that. What beautiful buildings! and what we saw here was not all; there was more round the corner. Round the corner we went; I changed my money; and taking a short cut for foot passengers only, came out on the Unter den Linden, next door to a barber’s, into which I went, as my hair needed cutting. It was with difficulty that the man could be persuaded to take enough off, so alarmed was he lest he should be thought to admire the ordinary shaven scalp of his country. An English Weekly Graphic showed pictures of Simon’s expedition removing the stone engraved with an Inca inscription that Simon had discovered on the beach of some remote islet. Simon himself was not visible; nor did he appear to have accompanied the others in their friendly advances to the giant lizards six feet long, that had previously existed only in the illustrations to Wells’ History of the World.
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After buying a piece of soap I walked down the Unter den Linden to the broad space at the end, and entered the Kaiser Frederick Museum. Being as yet unfamiliar with their native surroundings, the naturalism of the Greek sculptures seemed to convey to me little more than photography in three dimensions. The masterpiece of the collection is a superb head of Athene by Pheidias. Only the greatest sculptors have realised that one side of the human face is seldom a symmetrical counterpart of the other. The museum was full of family parties ranging from infancy to dotage, all doing their duty by the famous works of art and reading to one another analyses of the respective merits of the statues from out of large but closely-printed handbooks. The salient feature of the building was, however, a penetrating smell, reminiscent of washing hung to dry before the kitchen stove. This drove me out. Next door was the cathedral, which I tried to enter, but, unfortunately, by the wrong door, and found myself sitting in a queue of stranded mothers seeking charity. After a few minutes’ rest, I returned to the hotel on top of a ’bus. Simon and David were dressed, and we went to the Bristol Bar – where everyone in Berlin is said to drink cocktails before lunch.


‘Everyone’ consisted of an American in a straw hat talking business with another in a Lincoln Bennett Hamberg bound in white; an Englishman in chocolate suede shoes and a Guards’ moustache, who looked as if he had been turned out of England; and a Mr Hutten, London-tailored, a friend of David’s early days in Germany, who now conducts a furniture business in New York. I heard of him when I returned to England, from other sources. He told us to lunch at Pelzer’s. Simon explained that the plethora of ‘Bristol’ Hotels in Europe was due to the restlessness of a former Lord Bristol, also a bishop, who travelled so incessantly and in such magnificence, that the very fact of his having stopped at an hotel gave it a reputation which it could only preserve by assuming his name.


We lunched at Pelzer’s in a bower formed of gilded trellis-work and real vines, the back of which was decorated with scene-painters’ landscapes. I ate nothing. David had a haunch of venison stuffed with foie gras and covered with cherries, but was too lazy to touch it. Afterwards Simon went home to read, while David and I scoured the city for a cinema. None were open till six o’clock. Berlin has not sunk to the depravity of afternoon amusements.


That evening, after dining early, we drove out to Charlottenburg to a musical comedy called ‘Anna Marie’. The hotel had reserved us seats in the front row; but when we arrived late there were only two instead of three. David fell into the most extravagant rage and abused the officials, old men in pinces-nez, with such effect that they compelled a man to vacate his seat for one of us. Then Simon decided that it was too hot and that he would prefer to sit in the beer garden outside after all. So David and I went in alone, in the middle of the act, to the very audible annoyance of the audience.


The cast consisted of five. The leading man was bald and dressed in tennis clothes, perfected by a college tie and leather belt. The leading lady was pretty, but her mass of fluffy yellow hair, done over one eye, and a set smile, redolent of the Victorian music hall stage, rather detracted from her charms. Her clothes were 1923. The phenomenal idea of an evening scarf attached to the dress had reached Berlin in the same breath as it had gone out of fashion elsewhere. At the end, with a wickedly indecent high kick, she disclosed a long pair of thick purple drawers reaching to the knee. But the favourite was a very fat old woman in a tight, sleeveless modern dress and bangles, her hair done in a chignon, who burlesqued the others, flinging her plump calves from side to side and singing in a high, raucous, and rather pathetic voice. The tunes were delightful and composed by the brothers Gilbert. At length the whole backcloth began to revolve, displaying an illuminated panorama of Berlin at night, and all five danced in front as it went round behind them. The plot was snobbish, Anna Marie being a girl of noble birth, which she conceals, in order to induce the bald man, the love of her life, to marry her in a suburban back garden. The transports of her husband’s family when they discovered her origin were touching, and even her father, in a frock coat and top hat, was reconciled. This is a favourite theme for continental comedy and light opera. We saw it repeated several times in Italy and once on a film, in which the girls at a convent school bullied the life out of one of their number, because she was the daughter of a cocoa king – ‘uno cacao-re’.
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In the intervals we rejoined Simon in the garden; the band beneath the trees would repeat the tune of the act before; and it was a sight that filled the heart with pleasure to see the whole audience, mostly consisting of short, fat women in dark skirts and white blouses, swaying to and fro to the prevailing lilt, with pint mugs of yellow Pilsener beer held tightly in their right hands.


About half-past eleven we drove to the Adlon Bar to meet Mr Hütten. He appeared in a bowler hat, with a friend. They were to show us the Berlin underworld. This was some way away and we went in a taxi, the driver of which was ashamed of us. Eventually we arrived at an orange door in the slums flanked by two box trees. Beyond it was a room that resembled the lounge of a station hotel in the Midlands. At one table at the back, David espied his friend, Henry Featherstonhaugh, attaché in Prague, seated with the son of a member of the German Cabinet, and some other more beautiful companions. The vigour of David’s recognition caused him some embarrassment. He combined incomparable pomp of manner with extreme cynicism. His friend, dark and sinister, purred suavely about the charm of travel. Other people collected, and we formed a larger and larger ring, finally returning to bed about half-past one.


The next morning, in company with a large crowd, we gazed at Hindenburg’s windows. He did not appear. After a sleepy afternoon we dined at a Russian restaurant. This was not one of the up-to-date, semi-smart establishments that are so common in Paris, but a small, sordid, double room on the ground floor, run simply for the benefit of some of the three hundred thousand exiles in Berlin. The menu was printed in Russian, and so were the newspapers. We ate the traditional salad and drank kwass and vodka, the former tasting like strong, but not dark, sweetened beer. After dinner we proceeded to the ‘Elysium’, of which we became members on the spot. Simon was good enough to consider that my having been posted that morning in the Times as recipient of third-class honours in history, warranted a bottle of champagne. This caused a sensation. Not only did the movable units of the band transplant themselves and their instruments to the backs of our chairs, but the proprietor himself arrived, extremely thirsty. He was followed by a ‘friend’. The ‘friend’ passed some champagne to another ‘friend’, who also joined the circle. Bottles arrived automatically. We were in evening dress and felt that we were raising the tone of Berlin.


Eventually, at closing time, the manager was so overcome that he beseeched us to return with him to his flat and ‘have a drink’. This was the last thing we wanted. However, off we drove in a body through impenetrable labyrinths and rows of narrow streets, until at length, after feeling our way through a courtyard, we were ushered into three rooms and a bathroom-kitchen on the ground floor of a large tenement building. The sitting room was the home of the coloured photograph in excelsis: life-size men with square beards and pink faces against blue skies, alternated with their wives in high sleeves and gold lockets. Next door, in a worn copper bath, reposed a mass of dirty socks in thick, grey water; while the remainder of the washing, cuddling to itself the kitchen utensils, cried to Heaven from the top of an old trunk.


By four o’clock it was raining hard. We left, to awake next morning with a slight feeling of nausea, which decided us to leave Berlin at once.


Nevertheless, from the point of view of talking German, our evenings had been a great success.


Berlin has a pleasant atmosphere. Unlike Paris, it is far enough away from London to feel as if it were somewhere else. The Unter den Linden is magnificent. Whereas in Vienna the famous ‘Rings’ are entirely spoilt by the rows of plane trees that obscure them, this is wide enough to carry its double avenue. The traffic is sparse and slow. The streets are well kept and the tramlines run through the little lawns, green and well watered, that are planted in the squares, so that men are to be seen carefully cutting round them with pairs of shears. The Brandenburger Tor, surrounded by the palaces of the nobility, compares favourably with the unruined ruin at Hyde Park Corner or the flamboyance of the Arc de Triomphe. And the people are friendly – far more friendly than in France or Italy. It is this, after all, that counts most in the impression that a city gives.
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