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    Foreword




    Michael’s memoirs were an enjoyable read for my wife Katherine and myself. We traversed the same paths in the later stages of our professional lives.




    Reading the memoirs underlined thoughts I often have as a university teacher about so-called “career planning”. I have never thought of it as in any way useful in my own case since what I ended up doing was mostly surprising and governed by events beyond my control. I think I was right when I used to advise my students to pursue what they were good at, provided they enjoyed it. Michael did that too, moving on from his studies of languages at school to economics at Cambridge University, and moving from one post to another.




    His other interests, in music, art and history clearly deepened his enjoyment of Europe and forged his European identity and maybe even pride in being a “European”. I often think that belonging to a large and most diverse Europe strengthens the need to have personal roots and a sense of belonging –an idea that has eluded the euro-sceptics.




    There seems to be a pattern to the events that provided Michael’s opportunities. There was his childhood in the war which set the conditions for the European idea; Fettes College still educating people for the Empire and coincidentally fitting him out for Europe. Via various international experiences, he reached the heart of the European Community in the Council Secretariat, where he was in a privileged position to see all sides of EU decision-making in the Council.Then in his maturity he was able during the 1990s to offer through his own efforts a great deal to the “new market States” of Central/­Eastern Europe. This is a good story and he tells it well.




    Reading between the lines it seems to me that Michael enjoyed academia and the experiences in Central/Eastern Europe because of the folks he met and the responses he got. I can relate to those experiences having been myself an EU consultant in the 1990s. The excitement and privilege of helping in the accession process was however tempered by darker moments such as being checked out by internal security services, upsetting Commission officials and the day to day difficulties of understanding and working within unfamiliar systems. On more than one occasion I found myself tempted to go home and leave them to it and even got as far as the threshold of the travel agents. Two things kept me going as I know was the case for Michael: 1) the young people and especially their humour and 2) despite official terms of reference, the real one was simply to be with them in a highly uncertain and daunting new enterprise. EU membership was not a certain outcome and our presence was some kind of reminder that accession was real and we were in it with them.




    I concur with Michael’s hints at “carpet bagger” types of consultants. Of course we were different! Also with his hints at the insensitivity and ineffectiveness of some international missions. I think there are perhaps some unpalatable truths here for posterity. On the one hand you are working for the host government (probably at too high a level) according to a contract which in the light of experience was usually ill drafted, and on the other, since the Commission was usually paying you, they expected you to heed their edicts – two masters.




    Concerning Michael’s last chapter, three things come to mind. Firstly the strange association of the UK Conservative party in the European Parliament. Do the last European elections point to a retrenchment in the EU success story to the point in Britain where Europe is discounted, ignored or even discarded? The British press doesn’t help and the political parties seem poorly informed about the conditions in the New Market States.




    As for the chances of new Market States entering the EU, I have in the last few years spent a little time in Serbia. Seeing bright young people promenading around the streets of Belgrade reminds me of the pre-accession situation in Warsaw and Bucharest. They should join the EU if their potential contribution both to Serbia and the rest of the EU is not to be wasted as has been shown by the Polish experience. But can we cope with all these independent splinters of the former Yugoslavia? It seems crazy to accept them as fully independent units in view of the complications of an EU – 35!




    Finally Turkey, immigration and what we term “fortress Europe”. I am not so clear on Turkey as Michael in that I can see some common external threat such as energy supplies or a nuclear Iran tipping the balance in favour of accession. I have not met many Turks but again the young folks I have met did impress me. A strengthened neighbourhood policy and bilateral trade deals seem to offer the most hope, especially given the slowness or potential failure of the “Doha” international trade negotiations. North Africa is perhaps not emphasised enough in these memoirs: it seems to be a major source and route for immigration. Can we moderate the unseemly and degrading scenes at our borders by fostering development at source?




    Dr. Graham Dalton




    Aberdeen University


  




  




  
   Preface





  This is my story of Europe’s path from conflict to co-operation, from war to relative peace, and of the movement towards greater unity among European countries.




  I spent my childhood in the shadow of war, but my professional life has been involved, in one way or another, with this European project. My personal life too has evolved in a European context, for I have visited most countries of the continent and lived in five of them.




  Basically, I have come to feel “European”. This is partly because I enjoy moving around between European countries and meeting people from many different backgrounds. I have an advantage in that languages usually come quite easily to me; sometimes I make do even when I only have a smattering of the language in question, and this too can lead to interesting contacts.




  Moreover, my culture is essentially European. We all have different views of what “culture” means, and I can only speak for myself. As an amateur pianist, music is important to me, and music transcends national boundaries. I think particularly of Bach, Handel, Haydn, Mozart, Schubert, Beethoven – all Germanic composers – but since I like accompanying I also enjoy the English song tradition from Purcell to Benjamin Britten. My favourite operas include Mozart’s “Magic Flute” and Richard Strauss’ “Rosenkavalier”.




  As for literature: in my school days we studied the great English authors. Chaucer, Milton, Shakespeare and the “King James” edition of the Bible remain for me the foundations of the English language. Then – specialising in Modern Languages – I studied the French and German classics in the original. Other classics, particularly the Russians, I read in translation. More recently I have discovered Spanish literature in the original (this includes twentieth-century South American writers).




  I also enjoy art – painting – though I am no expert in the field. Living in Belgium, there has been plenty of opportunity to see the works of the Flemish primitives and of the Dutch school, particularly in the Groninge and Memling Museum in Bruges and the Mauritshuis in The Hague. To my mind, two of the most wonderful paintings in the world are Van Eyck’s “Mystic Lamb” in Ghent cathedral (which I first saw when it was in the original chapel for which it was painted) and Rembrandt’s “Prodigal Son” in the Hermitage in St. Petersburg.




  These – to quote a certain musical comedy – are “some of my favourite things”. Not that European culture necessarily excludes others: I practice yoga and Tai Chi, and even qualified as a teacher of Ikebana (Japanese-style flower arrangement). And as I said, everyone can have a different view. I am well aware that that I benefited from an excellent education, and that most of the subsequent young generations will not have had that advantage. On the other hand, they can travel much more easily, and may thus acquire other European references.




  In the lengthy discussions which finally produced the “Lisbon Treaty” – which I discuss in my last chapter – there was difficulty in defining European values. The French ex-President Giscard d’Estaing, who chaired those talks, wanted to put in references going back to Europe’s Greco-Roman origins (he even wanted a citation from Thucydides, in Greek, at the very beginning – hardly likely to have much popular appeal). He also wanted to stress the values of the Enlightenment, while other participants insisted on mention of God and the Judeo-Christian tradition.




  It seems obvious to me that, whatever one’s religious stance, one cannot ignore the role of Christianity in Europe’s history: it permeates our literature, art and music, and there is a church or cathedral at the heart of every village, town and city. But clearly, at the present time, mention of a particular religion can be divisive. So the Preamble to the Treaty, as finally adopted, states:




  “Drawing inspiration from the cultural, religious and humanist inheritance of Europe, from which have developed the universal values of the inviolable and inalienable rights of the human person, freedom, democracy, equality and the rules of law… the Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to minorities. These values are common to the Member States in a society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality between women and men prevail.” [1]




  These are principles well worth stating. The European Union and its Member States have laws and institutions which should ensure their respect. The same cannot be said for all other parts of the world: not yet, regrettably, for Russia and some other countries at that end of the continent, though they share in so much of the culture of the rest of Europe.




  This European stance does not mean that I give unqualified support to all that happens in “Brussels”, and this book is not a tract for or against the European Union in its present form. However, its creation and prospects are the main determinants of the development of Europe as a whole, so inevitably the EU is the subject of most of my narrative. But I have also a good deal to say about my experiences in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, including Russia, since their Communist regimes began to collapse in 1989. In the years to come, developments in Russia and in its relations with the EU may be more significant than anything that happens at the western end of the continent.




  *




  So this book is an account of my own experiences in the European context; it is not a history. A work of history requires that all relevant aspects be considered and calls for extensive sources and references; there are plenty such books on twentieth-century Europe.




  I have tried to concentrate on the themes indicated by the chapter titles and their initial paragraphs and to recount only my own experience (the last chapter is an exception). Sometimes I felt that more background is required, and I have usually put this in end-notes; likewise comments arising from later knowledge, and important references. Some of these notes have become quite extensive, but they are optional reading.




  This is not an autobiography: my personal life comes into the narrative only as far as this is relevant to my theme. However, since my European stance will probably sound provocative to the numerous British “euro-sceptics”, a disclaimer seems necessary. I know many people – particularly but not only among those living in the Brussels area – who would also regard themselves as “Europeans”: none of these would regard this stance as conflicting with their regional or national origins.




  In my own case, my father was Irish and my mother Scottish; I was brought up in Scotland. Those Irish and Scottish roots have not disappeared. My father came from a farming family (Southern Irish, but Protestant) and he was a veterinary surgeon: his countryman’s ways and his ease with animals have continued to influence me.[2] So has my mother’s typically Scottish ”hard-work ethic”. I remember with affection many Scottish traditions and maintain some of them; in several places on the Continent I have found myself involved in Scottish country-dancing societies. Robert Burns has always been my favourite poet, one who speaks directly to me. My occasional visits back to Scotland have always had a special attraction for me.




  The President of the European Council, Herman Van Rompuy, speaking just after his nomination on 19 November 2009, said: “if our unity is our strength, our diversity remains our wealth.” I heartily agree.




  *




  Many people have helped me in preparing this book, including several who are mentioned in it, so this is an opportunity for me to recognise several friends who also, in one way or another, are leading “European” lives.




  Marianne Rudnicki is the widow of the Polish writer Josef Rudnicki, whose works reflect the traumas of life under Nazi occupation and the post-war Communist regime; she is currently editing his diaries. She also runs a writing workshop in Paris, which is perhaps why she encouraged me to embark on these memoirs.




  I knew Graham Dalton of Aberdeen University when he was active in Romania and Poland in the 1990s. I admired his work, especially for his humanistic approach, at a time when it was being disparaged by more technocratic colleagues. I have also visited his farm near Aberdeen. I am grateful to him and his wife Katherine for valuable comments and for contributing a Foreword – probably too generous to myself.




  I first met Agata Zdanowicz at a conference in Poland in the early 1990s, when she was part of the advisory team set up by Graham Dalton in the Ministry of Agriculture. We kept in touch in subsequent years while she occupied several interesting posts relating to rural development and environment; she is now in charge of a unit in the European Commission.




  Dr. Susan Senior-Nello was one of my students at the College of Europe in Bruges, and then moved on to the European University Institute in Florence. She has made valuable comments on my texts concerning these two institutions. She herself is currently preparing the third edition of her highly-regarded book on the European Union.




  Professor Michel Petit is one of those French agricultural economists who has always been open to the world outside. He was President of the European Association of Agri­cultural Economists when in 1981 this Association held its conference in Belgrade and I (at his request) was Programme Secretary; he succeeded me at the College of Europe in Bruges; and he was Director for Agriculture in the World Bank in Washington at the time of the World Bank mission to the USSR on which I comment in Chapter VII. On these and other matters in my chapter “Academia”, he has commented very helpfully (while disclaiming responsibility for the USSR mission).




  Kevin Leydon, a former senior official in the Irish public sector and then in the European Commission, participated from 2002 in the work leading to the proposed European Constitution. He spent a whole afternoon guiding me through the intricacies of those discussions, which helped me greatly to understand the background to the Lisbon Treaty.




  I have written in chapter V about Inessa Frantseva, who played such a valuable role helping me in two missions to Moscow in late 1991. Since then we have met or communicated from time to time, and this has helped to keep me in touch with developments in Russia. She has also commented helpfully on the relevant parts of these Memoirs, but she is not responsible for my criticisms of the current regime in my last chapter.




  Christine Dickert was once my very efficient secretary in Brussels. She is German; I recruited her because I needed someone to work in both French and English, and she did this better than any of the French or English candidates! She has since moved on to much more interesting things (including yoga and aikido). As always with my drafts, she has kindly read everything with an eagle eye and suggested many improve­ments both in substance and in detail. Any faults that remain must arise from changes I have made subsequently.




  Finally, my wife Rosalind: she was part of the British team negotiating the UK’s 1973 entry to the EEC. Then – sitting behind the UK label while I was at the Council Secretariat desk – she was a fellow-sufferer in many interminable Brussels meetings on agriculture and fisheries. She now pursues her real interests as an art historian. She has contributed greatly to this work by filling in gaps in my memories and through our ongoing discussions of many relevant topics.




  

    
  I. WARTIME


    Scotland




    On 1 September 1939 Germany – having already annexed Austria and occupied Czechoslovakia – attacked Poland. France and Britain declared war. Germany occupied Denmark in April 1940, then moved on Norway. On 9 May German forces invaded Luxembourg, then the Netherlands and Belgium. By 26 May British forces in France were encircled at Dunkirk: their evacuation lasted till 4 June. France capitulated on 22 June.




    Germany and Russia having signed a non-aggression pact, Britain’s only active ally was then Greece, soon to be occupied by Italy and Germany. In Western Europe, Britain stood alone.




    When war broke out I was six years old, and my earliest memories are associated with those events. Though I do not remember much of the early stages – it can be difficult to distinguish some real memories from what one has subsequently learned – as the war progressed many events were clearly imprinted on my mind.




    We were living in Helensburgh – a pleasant residential Scottish town on the Clyde estuary – so to some extent the war seemed far enough away. I do however remember, when the British army was cornered at Dunkirk, the broadcast appeal for boats – boats of any kind, anything that could reach the Dover straits soon enough – to go and help in the evacuation. As we know, hundreds of small boats did just that, and together with the Royal Navy and the merchant navy succeeded in getting most of the trapped soldiers across the Channel.




    A German invasion was then feared. Once the evacuation from Dunkirk was completed, Winston Churchill – who had replaced Joseph Chamberlain as British Prime Minister on 13 May 1940 – gave the second of his great wartime speeches (the first – on “Blood, toil, tears and sweat” – had been to Parliament on his appointment). I can still recall that extraordinary voice, gruff yet eloquent, and the famous words: “We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender”.[3] That was the reassurance that we needed, and which Churchill continued to provide in the difficult times to follow. In this, BBC broadcasts on the radio (we usually called it “wireless”) had a vital role to play.




    France capitulated soon afterwards. By this time I was sufficiently aware of the significance of these events to feel outraged: I marched up to my parents and demanded to know what small boys could do to help win the war. I was not being particularly gallant: this just reflected the determination which we all felt. I don’t think that we ever really doubted that Britain would in the end defeat Nazi Germany. My parents told me that Britain had never lost a war, which was reassuring though not strictly true (it disregarded the American War of Independence, while the Crimean and the Boer Wars had not been great successes). They were not greatly surprised by the defeat of France. My father had been a volunteer in the First World War, serving in the Royal Army Veterinary Corps, and was severely wounded near the end of the war. Like many soldiers who had experienced that war, he rarely talked about it, but he did not rate French soldiers very highly: fine, he said, when they were doing well, but unreliable in defeat. (This was a soldier’s point of view and probably unfair – French troops were atrociously commanded in both wars and in 1939-40 had not been given the air support they would have needed to withstand the combined attacks of Panzers and Stukas.)




    My father still had his captain’s uniform and I liked to get it out and try it on, and admire the medals he had got for various campaigns. It was customary then even for retired officers to be addressed according to their former rank, so he was generally called “Captain Tracy”, though in fact he was a most unmilitary man. Once, for his birthday, I offered him a book on the “Great War” called Blasting and Bombardiering: he just said he had seen enough blasting, and I don’t think he ever opened that book. My best friend was the son of a local butcher, who had been gassed in that war and his lungs had never fully recovered.




    So echoes of the previous war still surrounded us. But at my age, I was unaware of the horrors of war: it seemed almost like a game. We were issued with gas masks, which we found amusing; fortunately, they never had to be used. Of course, the war dominated our playground games: with the “Battle of Britain” which began in July 1940, we would be Spitfires and Hurricanes against Heinkels and Messer­schmitts – the latter of course had to be shot down so this was the unpopular role. The Spitfire was a beautiful plane: I still cannot see pictures of it without emotion.




    Helensburgh, as I have written, was a residential town, of no strategic significance. However, it lay just twenty miles from Glasgow – my father travelled there to work each day, where he was Chief Veterinary Officer supervising the health of the store cattle who arrived daily on boats from Ireland, to be fattened on Scottish pastures. Eventually, Glasgow came within reach of the German bombers. The reality of war was brought home to me when he took me into the city after a night-time raid, and I saw many buildings lying in ruins. The destruction was nothing like that which London suffered. Nevertheless, some families were evacuated; for a while we had a mother with several children living in part of our house.




    Across the Clyde estuary lay Greenock – clearly visible from our house on the hillside in the upper part of our town. Greenock certainly was a strategic target: with the English ports in easy reach of the Luftwaffe, most transatlantic shipping was diverted to the Clyde, to be unloaded at Greenock and its neighbour Gourock. One night the sugar refineries were bombed and went up in flames. We spent some time at our windows: the broad river, reflecting the blaze, seemed blood-red, and I felt sick. Now the war was indeed coming closer.




    Strict black-out rules were imposed, and enforced by air-raid wardens who patrolled the streets at night. Windows had to be covered with adhesive sheets, and woe betide any householder who allowed a chink of light to appear. Car headlights had to be covered with special masks, making night-time driving hazardous. Sirens gave occasional air-raid warnings, when we were supposed to take shelter. We had a shelter built in our garden, half-buried and said to be able to withstand anything but a direct hit; but it was cold and damp and we never used it.




    Helensburgh did once receive a few bombs, but these fell along the beach: as it happened, the tide was high and the bombs fell in the water, doing no damage. But a few miles nearer Glasgow, the village of Cardross – likewise of no military interest – suffered a severe air-raid. It was thought that the German bombers had mistaken it for Dumbarton, half-way to Glasgow, which did have some industry – Cardross lay near a peninsula sticking into the Clyde which from the air might have looked like Dumbarton castle.




    Shipping in the Clyde proved interesting. In particular, the two great liners – the Queen Mary and the Queen Elizabeth – were busy trans­porting troops first from Canada, later from the USA. Much of the time, one or the other lay at anchor. I had watched the Queen Elizabeth being launched in 1938 from John Brown’s shipyard, which lay across the river from my father’s “lairage” where the cattle arrived. Both were beautiful ships; I preferred the Queen Mary with her three funnels. Crossing the Atlantic, they did not travel in convoy like cargo vessels but relied on their speed to outrun the U-boats; I don’t think that they were ever attacked.




    The Clyde itself, however, had to be protected from U-boat incursion. At the entrance to the estuary, a long boom had been placed with a narrow entrance which surface vessels could negotiate but would be difficult for a submarine. So far as I know, no U-boat ever did get through.




    This did however prevent the Clyde steamers from getting any further: several towns on the northern bank had been very dependent on this service but now Rothesday in particular lay beyond this limit. Going “doon the wa’er” had been a traditional pleasure trip for Glaswegians and many others living along the river; most of the steamers – all named after characters in Walter Scott’s novels – had been requisitioned as mine-sweepers, but one remained, the “Jeanie Deans”. She was the oldest: it was rumoured that her sides had rusted so much that they could not be painted or the brush would go through the plates. Still, she maintained an invaluable service throughout the war. One morning after crossing the estuary on her usual run, she was greeted by agitated officials who told her she had just sailed through a minefield laid by German bombers during the night (presumably she did not have any radio connection).




    Spies were thought to be everywhere. The warning “Careless talk costs lives” was pasted in railway stations and other public places.




    Food rationing was introduced. It has to be remembered that before the war Britain imported more than half its food supply. Every encourage­ment was given to raise food production. Farmers were given price guarantees and assured that after this war – unlike the experience after the First World War – support would be maintained (a promise which was to lead to a costly agricultural policy). And anyone with a garden or plot of land was urged to “Dig for Victory”. We had a sizeable vegetable garden. During the long evenings of the Scottish summer my father would work late in the garden, until the midges drove him inside. We had hens to produce eggs and for a while ducks, also goats which I learned to milk and look after. In fact, our household was more than self-sufficient for most foodstuffs, and my father would often take produce into Glasgow to hand out to colleagues.




    Petrol too was severely rationed. I suppose my father had an allowance which enabled him to drive to work. At weekends we could usually drive a short distance into the hills on fishing expeditions; as I grew older I could cycle over the hill to Loch Lomond. We had kept a small motor-boat there, but with petrol rationing this had to be sold, so we now had a rowing-boat. There are beautiful islands not far away where one can swim and picnic, with Gaelic names like Inch Moan and Inch Murrin. At that time, when asked what I wanted to do when I grew up, I would say: “Keep goats on an island on Loch Lomond!”.




    Longer travel by car was out of the question. Our summer holidays on at least two occasions consisted of taking the West Highland Railway to an isolated hostel on Loch Ossian, north of the Moor of Rannoch, where we depended on the provisions we took with us and the trout we could catch in the loch – which fortunately were plentiful. One result was that I knew very little of Scotland until much later in life. Geography lessons had taught me that the Highlands began north of a line from Helensburgh in the west to Arbroath in the east, and that was verifiable; I do not recall much else from those lessons other than that the islands off the western shores included the delightfully-named Muck, Eigg and Rum.




    So there were agreeable distractions from the war. My father had done his bit, and more, in the previous one; I had no brother to be called up for military service, so we were spared from that worry – unlike many families. The nearest relation was a cousin who was captured early on – I think before Dunkirk – and who was in a Nazi prisoner-of-war camp and was reported to be having a bad time, in chains after having tried to escape.




    Like others of my age, I must have followed the events on the radio, but I have more distinct memories of the newsreels in one of the local cinemas (Helensburgh had two). I don’t suppose these told the whole story – morale had to be kept up – but they were dramatic enough. After the films, the National Anthem was always played, with scenes of the Royal Family and Buckingham Place on the screen; everyone stood up for this, and it was out-of-the-question to leave before the anthem was concluded. There was great affection for King George VI, Queen Elizabeth and their two young daughters, Elizabeth and Margaret, particularly because they had refused to leave London even at the height of the blitz. There was a report that to save heating they had painted in their bath a line showing six inches depth, and would not fill the bath above this level: this was the sort of detail which made a lasting impression!




    By whatever means – the BBC, and I was soon old enough to read the newspapers – I did follow the course of the war. I had a large map on the wall of my bedroom, and little flags of the combatant countries which I could pin on to show where the fighting had got to. The North African campaign was particularly dramatic. First the Italian flags moved eastwards, were thrown back by British forces, then my German and Italian flags again progressed towards the vital Suez Canal until they were stopped at El Alamein; then there was the long route back westwards until they disappeared from Africa, to be followed by the trek up the Italian peninsula. By this time, American flags had made their appearance, and of course the red hammer-and-sickle flags on the eastern frontier.




    All this was exciting, and remote enough not to be too disturbing. Curiously, my personal memories seem vaguer for the later stages of the war, and are not to be distinguished in my mind from what I have subsequently learnt. I cannot now recollect, for example, what we thought about the Normandy landings. Perhaps this is partly due to the fact that, of course, we knew nothing of the extensive preparations for D-Day, though we were aware of the large number of American soldiers who had arrived in the country. Maybe also because by that time we felt that victory was assured, just a matter of time. I don’t remember hearing about Arnhem or the “battle of the bulge” in the Ardennes. Subsequently, there has been so much more to learn about those set-backs as well the successes of the campaign.




    Germany invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, so I suppose my swastika flags must have marched across Russia until, after Stalingrad, the red flags pushed them back all the way to Berlin. (The Russian view of the Great Patriotic War, as I discovered much later, was very different, with some justice: for them, it is dated from the German invasion in June 1941, and they see their share of the struggle as much more significant than that of the Western powers.)




    We must have celebrated VE day on 8 May 1945, but strangely I do not remember this.




    The Pacific war was more remote, and here too – though I am sure we followed its course on the radio, the newspapers and the cinema newsreels – I have no clear personal memories. Except for one, dramatic, event: the explosion of the first atomic bomb over Hiroshima on 6 August, which put an end to the war against Japan. I must have known something about the potential of atomic energy.[4] When this news came over the radio: I was greatly excited and exclaimed “They’ve done it”. My father, more aware than I was of the implications, just looked gloomy…




    *




    Looking back, I realise how fortunate we were in comparison to people in London and other southern cities, even more so as compared with those in the countries occupied by the Germans; also, how little anxious we were about the progress of the war. No doubt our parents knew much more than the children did, but kept their fears to themselves.




    I feel sure that one factor keeping up morale was humour. After Chaplin’s “Great Dictator” (released in 1940), no-one could take Hitler seriously, which of course was a great mistake; Mussolini likewise. And cartoonists had great fun with other Nazi leaders, parti­cularly Goering, obese, pompous and overloaded with medals. Goebbels’ ranting was mocked to such extent that his propaganda efforts had no effect whatsoever. There was an English-speaking announcer on German radio (I cannot remember how we heard this) who tried to put across their view of events, in a very posh accent: he was promptly dubbed “Lord Haw-Haw” and was listened to only for amusement. Himmler seemed nastier and gave less scope to the caricaturists.




    I have to confess that I do not remember hearing much at that time about the persecution of the Jews, although of course the “Great Dictator” made this plain.




    While southern England continued to suffer from air-raids, and later on the murderous attacks by V1 and V2 rockets, for us in the north hardships were minor, and we got used to them. No-one was ever really short of food, though many people had to make do with such substitutes as dried milk and dried eggs, and obviously products previously imported were a rarity. In our case, cousins in South Africa sent a Christmas parcel each year, containing mainly dried fruits and nuts: a welcome complement to our diet.




    It was reckoned that nutrition in Britain actually improved in the wartime period, as rations distributed food supplies evenly among rich and poor. Much later, working in a London research institute under the direction of a former Under-Secretary in the Ministry of Food, Ted Lloyd, I learned that at the height of the U-boat campaign the authorities had to contemplate a total cessation of food imports. In that case, the contingency plan would have been to concentrate farm production on two products, potatoes and milk. It would have been a dull diet, but it was calculated that, nutritionally, the population could just about survive.




    What brought home to me the extent of the restrictions was an invitation to Denmark in the summer of 1946. Foreign travel had of course been out of the question for the duration of the war. My father, apart from his World War I service, had only been abroad once, to Switzerland and northern Italy. My mother, however, had attended a finishing school in Lausanne, and later had travelled along the Rhine. She became a teacher of modern languages, and had started me on French even before I entered the local secondary school and began French lessons there.




    This generous invitation came from the Danish association of veterinary surgeons and was addressed to children of vets in Britain; they must have acted quickly after their liberation from the Germans. So I was put on a train to London where I met the rest of the group; with a minder; from there to Harwich, and then on a steamer to Esbjerg. It was a hazardous journey: there were still mines floating around in the North Sea and constant watch was kept from the prow. Moreover, this was an old boat, no doubt not much maintained during the war, and halfway across one of the two engines broke down. The sea was rough, and most of us were very sea-sick. But we landed safely, and were put on trains to our various destinations; my kind host, Dr Nielsen, had been waiting a long time at the station in Odense for our delayed train.




    In Odense I enjoyed visiting the house of Hans Andersen; I still have a delightful illustrated edition of his stories, in Danish. The town also, I discovered, had a cricket club. I’m afraid I must have made a nuisance of myself by telling everyone how the game should be played properly, but they were all very polite and welcoming. The family also had a little summer house on the beach where we spent much of the time.




    Danish agriculture had been maintained in good condition throughout the war – the Germans needed its output to supply part of their own needs. There was still rationing, in principle, but as compared with Britain (where rationing continued for several years) food was good and plentiful. A particular delight was to visit a cheese shop – in Britain one just asked for “cheese”, always some Cheddar-type – but here was a great variety; moreover, you could ask to taste a slice before buying.




    The other delight was to be taken to Copenhagen by Lis, the daughter of the family (I was now twelve and she was about twenty). Copenhagen seemed then a wonderful city, and has remained so for me ever since, with its Little Mermaid, its canals, the Round Tower, the dragon-tail spire of the Exchange. Above all, for a small boy, the Tivoli: its entertainments, the fireworks every evening and its lights. Then I realised what a dull country Britain had become: everything here was bright, clean and enjoyable.




    So this was my first experience of another country, and I found it very exciting. I learnt as much Danish as I could – its grammar is relatively easy – and subsequently have tried always to learn something of the language of any country I have visited: an investment in time which has always borne fruit.




    Denmark had suffered much less from the war than any other com­batant or occupied country. Even their Jewish population was mostly saved: the Nazi forces gave up trying to enforce the yellow star when it was reported that the royal family would be the first to wear them, and many Jews were helped across the Great Belt to Sweden. Also, there had been very little air-raid destruction.




    A couple of years later, an exchange arrangement with a German boy took me to Hameln, passing through Hannover. During the latter stages of the war, I had been excited by news of “thousand-bomber raids” on Germany. Now I saw what those air-raids had done to a major German city: around the main station, every building still lay in ruins. And I was on the way to stay with a German family – who of course received me very kindly.


  

OEBPS/Images/image002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image001.jpg
A European Life

Jrom war to peace

Memoirs
by
Michael Tracy





