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            Preface

            The Real Lives of Sefton Delmer

         

         He’s torn. Ripped in opposite directions. Pulled this way and that, can Sefton Delmer even tell which is the real him?

         At the age of ten, he is the only British boy in a German school in the opening months of World War I. It’s the first day of term. From the top of a hall packed with German schoolchildren he can hear the voice of the Herr Direktor—his headmaster—up above the crowd on the raised stage. The director’s voice is different today. He’s normally so calm, but now he’s shouting, screeching about the British, those wretched people who have brought this war upon peace-loving Germany and its peace-loving kaiser. The British, that nation of petty traders, are jealous of how Germany is rising, of Germany’s new wealth, of its expanding territories. The British have plotted long and deceitfully to encircle us, and now these British assassins have struck. It is a moment for death and glory.

         When Sefton greets the other pupils in the changing room, the children who were his good friends just a few weeks ago, they all hiss back at him: “Verräter!” (traitor), and the words fill the room like the xjudgement of a lynch mob. After school, in the Tiergarten, the boys wheel around Sefton, surround him, and the fattest one sets upon him with his fists.

         With every morning, assemblies grow more fervent. The boys march round and round the hall, dust rising from the floor as they stamp in circles, crying in unison, “God! Kaiser! Fatherland!” their lungs beating out songs about bloody dawns rising over vast armies, about the sweet yearning to perish on the battlefields just for the joy of seeing Germany’s banner flutter victorious.

         He has to march with all the others amid the crash of cries, stamps, songs, chants. And although he knows it isn’t right to feel this way, he can’t help but be filled with enthusiasm, despite himself, by these hymns to German gunsmiths hammering the steel-hard German heart. And he finds his mouth prised open, finds the words take him over, and now he’s singing the German war songs even as they celebrate the destruction of his countrymen.

         “To tell the truth,” Sefton Delmer would admit decades later, “I enjoyed singing the German victory songs. Their lift and lilt gave me a thrill of exultation of which I felt quite ashamed. ‘A British boy,’ I would say to myself, ‘has no business feeling like this about these German war songs.’”1

         And who, in this moment, is the real Sefton Delmer? Which is his real voice, the one that expresses his “true” identity? The Sefton Delmer who sings along to German war songs? Or the one muttering resistance in English under his breath?

         For Delmer, this strain, this splitting of the self, will go on to become the source of his strength and skill. He will grow up to become the nearly forgotten genius of propaganda, a man who understood the secret of how propaganda acts on people, famed for his ability to leave his own personality behind; to cross countries, battle lines and seemingly intractable divides; to reimagine himself as others, become the enemy, climb inside their minds—and then play tricks on them from the inside.

         But this quality will also be his greatest vulnerability. xi

         
            *

         

         Germany. Summer 1941. Hitler and his allies rule Europe from the Atlantic to the Black Sea. In the West, Britain is isolated. In the East, Soviet cities are falling one after another. In Germany, the streets and squares of the Third Reich are covered in a forest of swastika flags, the red and black illuminated at night with the glow of torch-lit processions.

         Triumphant Nazi propaganda celebrates Victory, Unity, Fatherland and Führer in posters and in the songs of schoolchildren, from loudspeakers and in the headlines of newspapers, on cinema screens, and—​most of all—from radios. Ever since they came to power, the Nazis have seen radio as the great force that can bind the country; break down the old divisions, the rifts among classes and regions; unite all Germans; and make real the grand claim of Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels that with the arrival of the Nazis, “the individual will be replaced by the Community of the People”: die Volksgemeinschaft, populated by Volksgenossen driving Volkswagen and reading the Völkischer Beobachter.2

         The Führer’s speeches were special, festive celebrations, broadcast on radios and blared out from loudspeakers in streets, factories and offices. Every good German was expected to listen. At the sound of a wailing siren, you had to stop whatever you were doing. Whether at home or in an office, on the floor of a factory or in a barracks, life paused. When Hitler spoke, pistons and typewriters across the Reich fell silent. Wardens wearing swastika armbands patrolled the streets, ensuring that everyone was in hearing distance of a radio or loudspeaker so that the whole Volksgemeinschaft would, at one and the same time, be bathed in the Führer’s swelling sea of words about Germany. Germany, this community of fate, a people proud to obey a commanding will, resurrected after years of poverty and misery brought on by cold-blooded foreign powers who, despite our hand of friendship, have forced war on Germany, a war begun by the British and by the Jewish newspapers, by Jewish finance and Jewish Bolsheviks, by parasites, by enemies against whom, I prophesy, we will be victorious. We shall fulfill our destiny. We are the salvation of Europe.  Sieg Heil! xii

         Radio helped the Nazis. But it also helped people escape from them. Twiddle the dial on one of the more elaborate radios, and you could slip into other worlds on shortwave. Even cheaper medium-wave radios could, with the help of a few choice wires acting as improvised antennas, be used to travel beyond the official stations of the Reich.

         The Nazis knew this vulnerability. Tuning in to foreign broadcasts, and especially to the hated BBC, was a crime punishable by hanging. Foreign radios were jammed. Hitler’s and Goebbels’s speeches repeatedly told about the perfidious lies of enemy propaganda, especially from the British.

         Listening to foreign radio stations was something to try only with your most trusted confidants—you never knew who might be listening in. The SD, the Sicherheitsdienst (intelligence agency) of the SS, was created to keep every person in the Reich under “continuous supervision”. Every week these SD reports, delivered by their myriad agents, were collated into an overall analysis of the “attitudes and behaviours of the Volk”, and their radio-listening habits were of special interest.3

         In July 1941 the SD tersely noted that Germans (especially those in Chemnitz, Hamburg, Berlin and Potsdam) were tuning in to a new clandestine shortwave station called Gustav Siegfried Eins.4 This secret station was more insidious than the foreign broadcasts. You could legislate and smear foreigners—but here was a seditious voice coming from inside.

         Gustav Siegfried Eins opened with the same tune as the main Nazi news show—but instead of the great bells of Weimar, it was played on a wonky-sounding piano. Then an adjutant came on air and announced that der Chef was about to speak.

         There was something almost dagger-like in der Chef’s tone: sharp, maybe drunk, definitely bitter. He swore incessantly, with racial slurs about Yankee-swine, stink-Japs, Russian pig–Bolsheviks and Italian lemon-faces. He called Churchill a “dirty, Jew-loving drunk”.

         Der Chef loved the army but loathed the Nazi Party. Instead of a Volksgemeinschaft, he attacked what he called “die Parteikommune”, as if the Nazi Party was a clique unto itself. He blamed party officials for living the high life during holidays on the Dalmatian coast while people at home were being bombed by the Royal Air Force. He xiiirespected Hitler, who was the sort of man he had fought next to in World War I, but he accused Himmler, Göring and the rest of being soft on Britain. Hadn’t they seen the destruction the British caused in Cologne and Aachen after they launched their first bombing raids in May? When the damn air-raid sirens in Aachen didn’t work and whole swathes of this great German cathedral city were destroyed? Der Chef had been to Aachen, had seen the weeping German women clambering over the wreckage of their houses trying to dig out their children underneath—and what had the Luftwaffe done in response? Nothing. London should be bombed to smithereens. Those shit Britishers should be blown to shit. But the Luftwaffe was docile. The Nazi Party was full of secret Bolsheviks. They didn’t even tell soldiers when their relatives were killed in British bombings. They promoted their SS pals to easy office jobs. They frequented their exclusive SS brothels while soldiers died of dysentery on the front.

         Every day, at ten to the hour every hour, for ten full-throated minutes, der Chef flew through this fury. He mentioned names of specific Nazi functionaries, their children and their wives. He knew the precise shops where they bought their secret stashes of luxury pâtés and Moselle wines. He even knew which Nazi official’s wife just bought a second flat in Vienna thanks to her corrupt connections.

         Such details, all the listeners understood, could come only from insider leaks. This meant der Chef must have some sort of cover from his higher-ups. There had always been tension between the Prussian military aristocracy and the Nazi Party. Could there be some sort of rebellion brewing? What if the generals were about to turn against die Parteikommune? And where was der Chef broadcasting from? Some thought it was from a barge bobbing on the Rhine. Others were quite certain he was in France. Or was it Poland? And what, come to think of it, did the name of the station, Gustav Siegfried Eins, actually stand for?5

         In his diary in July 1941, the writer Erich Kästner, one of Germany’s best-known authors—who’d watched his own books burn in the blaze of Nazi bonfires as they incinerated the work of authors who refused to back their party—noted how popular the station was becoming: “More and more people are tuning in to the station called Gustav xivSiegfried Eins…. What it says about the leaders of the Nazi party is mind-blowing. It’s an anti-Communist station, which communicates the position of the army leadership and German nationalists.”6

         It wasn’t only Germans listening in to der Chef. The US embassy in Berlin was also tuning in, and its service attaché saw der Chef as a sign that there was an increase in anti-Nazi sentiment inside the army. The Americans shared their insights with the British.7

         This was one of the more awkward moments in British–American World War II relations. Prime Minister Winston Churchill was desperately trying to persuade America to join the war. If the Americans believed that der Chef was a sign that the Nazis’ power was on the wane, might this delay their joining?

         David Bowes-Lyon, the queen consort’s brother, was entrusted with communicating the truth about der Chef to Franklin D. Roosevelt, the US president. Bowes-Lyon came in person to the White House. Der Chef, he explained to Roosevelt, was not on a barge bobbing on the Rhine. He wasn’t in Poland. Nor in France. Actually, he was a few kilometres from London, in Bedfordshire, part of a covert operation run by the Political Warfare Executive, the British propaganda arm, which Bowes-Lyon represented in Washington.

         Every day, the show was recorded in the billiards room of a country house. The windows of the room were shuttered and heavily curtained. Metal microphones stood on the covered billiards table, reflecting a fluorescent strip light above them.

         Der Chef was not a renegade Nazi. He was being played by a mild-mannered German novelist of Jewish descent. His adjutant was played by a German journalist, the son of one of Berlin’s greatest cabaret impresarios, who had fled the Nazis with his Jewish wife.

         At the back of the room stood a vast, bearded man. He was the one in charge. He invented and directed this whole performance. This was Sefton Delmer, the little boy bullied in a Berlin gymnasium in World War I. And in the summer of 1941, Delmer’s Empire of Tricks was just getting going.

         
            *

         

         xvHow do you win an information war? What can you do when those you love—your family, regions, countries—are swept up in a vortex of conspiracy theories and manufactured fears, slip away from you under a quicksand of lies and move mentally into an alternative reality where black is white and white is black?

         I research and write about contemporary propaganda, and whenever I present my work, there’s at least one person who raises a hand to ask, “But, Peter—what should we do to fight this?” I can sense the whole room awakening, looking at me for an answer. For some, the question can be personal. They have loved ones who, like people bitten by a Dracula of disinformation, have changed so much they can barely communicate with them any more.

         But most of the stories I have to share are of unsuccess. Gutsy fact-checkers who, sometimes at great personal risk, strive to establish the truth—but are ignored by the millions of people who don’t want to hear the truth. Worthy, well-researched journalism that crumples in the face of suspicion, seeded purposefully for decades, that the media are actually “enemies of the people”. The propagandists see this as a war in which information is a weapon you use not to win an abstract argument but to confuse, dismay, demoralise and distract. It is a tool to tap into human fears, vulnerabilities and secret, often violent and cruel desires and twist them to the benefit of the powerful forces they serve. Fact-checking doesn’t stand a chance.

         And then I discovered Sefton Delmer—and things started getting interesting. Here was a man who fought differently.

         During World War II, Delmer rose to become a head of Special Operations for the Political Warfare Executive, running a fleet of secret radio stations in a variety of languages—and much more besides. The little boy confused about where he belonged in 1914 conjured up an ersatz Germany run from the English countryside: “German” stations with disgruntled SS men and angry Austrian priests, stations for German sailors in western France and soldiers in Norway and civilians everywhere. He edited a daily newspaper and oversaw a whole industry of leaflets stimulating desertion and surrender, fake letters, fake stamps and a vast array of rumours, gossip, thoughts and desires, all intended to break the spells cast by the Nazis. xvi

         Delmer gathered around him artists, academics, spies, soldiers, astrologists and forgers. Refugees from Berlin’s cabaret scene acted and wrote the scripts of radio shows. Ian Fleming, the creator of James Bond, and the novelist Muriel Spark lent their talents to Delmer’s operations. Many of Delmer’s most important collaborators were Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany pretending to be Nazis in order to subvert Nazi propaganda from inside, dressing up as their own torturers in order to take revenge.

         But in the half-century since the war, the memory of Delmer’s work had generally been pushed to the sidelines of the public mind. Delmer’s (vetted) memoirs were published in the 1960s but are long out of print. Delmer’s son, during an interview in the 1990s, mentioned that he thought this amnesia had a reason: the victorious Allies didn’t want anyone to think “the war had been won with a trick”. 8 This was, after all, meant to be “our finest hour”, when our most virtuous qualities shone through, not when we excelled at the darker arts.

         Yet Delmer’s mastery of propaganda is more relevant than ever as our lives have been upended by digital technology as thoroughly as radio transformed Delmer’s. And now we know much more about his tricks. Over the last decade the indefatigable efforts of the archivist and historian Lee Richards have brought to light and organised the formerly classified World War II archive detailing Delmer’s work. I first began to explore it in order to understand more about how disinformation works behind the scenes. But as I went through the details of Delmer’s plans and the transcripts of the radio shows themselves, Delmer’s memoirs and those of his contemporaries, I realised that there was something much more interesting at work here than mere “deception”.

         During his childhood in Germany, Delmer grew to understand the appeal of propaganda partly because he realised how susceptible he was to it himself, and how it affected Britain as much as Germany. Later, as a star reporter in Berlin during the 1930s, he became a drinking companion of leading Nazis and saw the inner workings of Hitler’s campaign to conquer German minds. Delmer was convinced that his German experience meant he could understand the power of their propaganda—and its weakness. After the war, he tried to create a new type of media that could withstand the hate and lies he had seen dominate Germany, xviiand he worried that despite the introduction of democracy, old propaganda habits could return. His focus lay beyond the uniquely nasty phenomenon of Nazism and explored what makes any of us susceptible to propaganda, and what to do about it.

         During the war, Delmer and his troupe were in a race against Goebbels in the Reich Propaganda Ministry to understand how media molds us, how it exploits our traumas and desires. The propagandist, like the artist and the psychoanalyst, is on a quest to understand what makes us tick, how we imagine ourselves and those around us—and how to insert themselves into that process. Ultimately, propaganda and its influence over us pose the question of whether we can be truly free. When are you yourself, and when are you a being who has been manipulated by others?

         Anyone looking for a simple hero to imitate, some easy lessons we can cut and paste, won’t find it in Delmer. He’s always provoking us to ask a question: Is he a force for good or evil? The preface to his memoirs even opens with this dialogue:

         
            “I come out of all this as rather a prig, I fear,” I said to my wife, when I had read through the manuscript of this book for the umpteenth time.

            “What is a prig, daddy?” inquired my daughter Caroline Selina, aged eight.

            “Oh, a goody goody sort of chap,” said I.

            “You’re not a goody goody,” says Caroline Selina.

            “No, I’m a baddy baddy.”

         

         But if he’s a “baddy baddy”, he’s one who criticises himself constantly. Although he used disinformation, he also saw its self-destructive consequences. Delmer’s memoirs are one long morality tale about how his deceptions boomeranged on him.

         
            *

         

         This book follows delmer’s journey across the propaganda-lands of the twentieth century, from World War I through Weimar Germany xviiiand in particular World War II and its aftermath. This is not a regular work of history or biography. As a student of contemporary disinformation, my aim is to understand what he can teach us about the nature of propaganda and how to win an information war. The lessons Delmer has for us are positive, negative and urgent. As I was writing it in February 2022, Russia launched a full military invasion of Ukraine, the country of my birth and where so many of my family, friends, colleagues and loved ones live. President Putin and his battalions of propagandists claimed that Ukraine was not a real country, that it didn’t have the right to exist, that it was just “one people” with Russia. It was the latest iteration of a long tradition: Moscow has been invading Ukraine, trying to wipe out or subjugate it, for centuries.

         Four weeks later, I travelled to a nearly deserted Kyiv to launch a project recording Russian atrocities in Ukraine, to ensure that the war crimes committed during the invasion didn’t disappear under a fresh blizzard of Russian disinformation. On a subsequent trip in April, I joined American journalists when they interviewed Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky.

         It was late evening when we arrived. To minimise the risks of bombardment, the lights were off in the Presidential Palace complex, the high windows stacked with sandbags. The windowless meeting room was, by contrast, neon bright. Zelensky was dressed in a khaki T-shirt and trainers. The look was part wartime necessity, part communication tactic: Zelensky represents a state that is at war.

         Zelensky thrives on finding a contact with his audience, the way he did for decades as a highly successful stand-up comedian and actor, most famous for playing the Ukrainian president in a comedy. Every country he addressed had a parallel to what Ukraine was experiencing now: the Blitz for Britain, 9/11 for the US.

         If there was one audience he thought he knew, it was the Russian one. He had spent years appearing in Russian light-entertainment shows. When Russia invaded, Zelensky sent multiple video messages appealing to ordinary Russians to turn against the war. But he hit a wall. Polling, to the extent you can trust polls in a dictatorship, was showing that the vast majority of Russians supported the invasion.9 Warmongering TV shows celebrating the invasion were surging xixin the ratings, their hosts braying how Zelensky would be the last Ukrainian president because soon there would be no more Ukraine. Russian state media was full of calls to liquidate Ukraine’s leadership, terrorise its people and annihilate this “fake nation”.10 Many Russians repeated the Kremlin propaganda line that Russia was not the aggressor but the victim of a vast global conspiracy, surrounded by enemies set to invade the Motherland, and “justified” in attacking Ukraine. Many of Zelensky’s old friends weren’t responding to his calls.

         Russians are in an “informational bunker”, Zelensky said—psychological as much as technological—refusing to accept responsibility and reality.

         I knew what Zelensky was talking about first-hand. I had spent years in Russia, had witnessed the early growth of Putin’s seemingly impregnable media system in the first decade of the twenty-first century. Could anything be done to subvert it and the other strains of merciless, frequently murderous, increasingly reality-denying propaganda spawning across the globe—from China to where I live and work in the United States? Sefton Delmer—you “baddy baddy”—what can you tell us? xx
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            Chapter 1

            Propaganda Is the Remedy for Loneliness

         

         Sefton Delmer never systematised his ideas about propaganda in any single abstract theory or doctrine. But his memoirs are, apart from many other things, parables of his ideas about propaganda—how it works and how we can fight it—and the stories of his childhood and youth are prequels to his later struggles. His memoirs are the main source for the story of his early years—but it’s a retired middle-aged man who is writing them, explaining and sometimes justifying his work, showing how the past informed his craft.

         In the summer of 1914, in the last days before the start of World War I, Sefton, or Tom Delmer, as he was always known by his family, friends and associates, was spending the school holidays among the azure slopes of the Harz Mountains. (Although those close to Delmer knew him as Tom, I will continue to call him Sefton, the name he used to brand his books.) Delmer describes the setting as idyllic, almost overly arcadian: sleepy villages with gentle villagers, peaceful rural communities, wells and well-wishers. He will come back to this image over and 4over in his memoirs: bucolic, open-hearted communities beyond the brutal technology of mass propaganda.

         He was on holiday here with his mother and sister.1 His father, Frederick Sefton Delmer, a professor of English literature at Berlin University, was back in the capital preparing his lectures. Delmer’s parents were from Australia, at the time a dominion of the British Empire, and they were potential enemy aliens if there was war between Germany and Britain.

         One morning in August, Sefton woke to a new noise: an alien, metallic, rough roar that reverberated up and down the valleys. Outside, the gentle green meadows were suddenly disfigured by troops. The lush woods were pierced with antennas connected to a transmitter powered by an electric generator. World War I was the first time the wireless would be used by an army, and Delmer describes its noise as “the first echo of 20th century war”. 2

         Technology and its accompanying propaganda were advancing everywhere through the green hills.

         At the village fair there was a new attraction: a tent with a cinema screen, which repeatedly showed newsreels of the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand of Austria, Germany’s ally, by a student who wanted to liberate Bosnia from the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Sitting inside the cinema tent, pleasant villagers and well-bred holidaymakers were transformed in the light of the screen, all suddenly baying for war. At the playground, parents of children whom Delmer had been playing happily with just a few days before suddenly turned on him. “Lousy Engländer,” they cried, “get away! You deserve a good hiding!”3

         His mother, alarmed, swept the children to the train station and back to Berlin. They could hear and feel the passengers growing ever more excited at the approach of war as the train neared the city. “This time,” the passengers were saying to one another, “we really shall show them.” Finally they would be able to take revenge for losses to France in previous wars, finally “our Kaiser will show the world who we are”. As he listened, Sefton sensed that their speech was somehow borrowed—​cut-and-pasted from the stories about Prussian military adventures that were compulsory reading at all schools. The Delmers didn’t dare speak any English on the journey.4

         5Near the capital, the whole carriage gathered round a waiter who had bought a special edition of the Berliner Tageblatt. His whiskers quivered with excitement like radio antennas as he read out the official mobilisation order. Germany was at war. The train cheered. “A short merry war!” exclaimed a man with a beard like an upside-down V.

         By the time the train reached Berlin, the crowds were thick with euphoria and cries of “Deutschland, Deutschland über Alles!” and “Down with England!” Although Britain was yet to even enter the war, Delmer would recall in his memoirs that “Britain was the traitor. Britain was the main enemy. Propaganda had them in thrall.” 5

         The scenes were repeating across the country. One of the most famous photographs is from August 6, 1914, in Odeonsplatz, Munich. Among the thousands thronging the square, waving their boating hats in jubilation and climbing on statues of great lions, is a young Adolf Hitler. He is in the middle of the throng, hatless, gleaming-eyed, squeezed in among taller men but bursting through them in a fountain of fervour. “For me these hours came as a deliverance from the distress that had weighed upon me during the days of my youth. I was carried away by the enthusiasm of the moment,” he would remember in Mein Kampf, and “I sank down upon my knees and thanked Heaven out of the fullness of my heart for the favour of having been permitted to live in such a time.” 6

         There is a catch, however. The photograph of Hitler is likely a fake, or at least manipulated. In 2010 a leading German historian of World War I, Gerd Krumeich, studied other photos of the scene on the square and couldn’t find Hitler in any of them. He concluded that the image had been cut-and-pasted by Nazi propagandists in 1932, right before an all-important election tour, a tour on which Delmer would accompany Hitler and be granted exclusive access to report on the Nazi propaganda show from behind the scenes.7

         
            *

         

         They came to arrest Sefton’s father at 5:30 a.m. sometime in the second month of World War I. Delmer’s memoirs are specific about the time but not the date: memory can privilege some details over others. 6The constable rang the door, and when the maid opened it, Sefton could tell that the officer felt awkward. The constable knew the family and when he came to arrest Sefton’s father, he kept on using the respectful title of “Herr Professor”. Would the Herr Professor kindly get up, pack and come with him to the Alexanderplatz police station? “I am sorry, but these are my instructions. Like everyone else in the street I am most unhappy to do anything to cause the Herr Professor inconvenience and discomfort.”

         When the war began, Professor Delmer’s Rektor had offered him a chance to naturalise and become a loyal subject of the kaiser. Delmer refused. That made him an “enemy national”, and now he was being put under arrest.

         The maid gave the constable coffee as Professor Delmer packed. As a sign of respect, the constable took off his spiked helmet. Young Sefton stood in front of the constable and stared at him. He was transfixed not so much by the arrest but because he had never seen a policeman take off his spiked helmet, that pointy symbol of authority in the kaiser’s kingdom. Underneath the helmet the constable had bright, sweaty, greasy orange hair. It was a pitilessly hot month, and the little boy couldn’t stop staring at the constable’s forehead: the skin was pale where the spiked helmet would usually come down over the front of his head, while all around it was burned by the sun, making for a big white V amid the roasted pink of the forehead.

         Beneath the authority of the helmet was a normal, sweating, heavy-breathing, awkward human being, but one whose very skin colour had been branded with the uniform he wore. Delmer tells the story from the point of view of his childhood self, but you can sense the adult author implying a more mature question: Where does the private person end and the public role begin?

         The constable put his helmet back on as he escorted Delmer through the door: “I am sure this is just a mistake which will be cleared up very quickly. Then the Herr Professor will return home again to his flat.” 8

         This turned out to be untrue. Like thousands of other “enemy nationals”, Professor Delmer was interned in Ruhleben Prison. The next time Sefton saw his father, the Herr Professor was being led with a 7column of British prisoners through the Berlin streets, pedestrians teasing and jeering as they passed.

         How differently they used to greet the Herr Professor in the genteel neighbourhood where the Delmers lived. On the day that Frederick had been made a full professor, a rarity for a foreigner, many in their home street congratulated him as he rode past on his bicycle, Sefton riding on the handlebars, the breeze mixing with the greetings of the shopkeepers and tradesmen who came out to give them a respectful wave. Before the war, everyone had wanted to be friends with this curious foreign family who spoke such perfect German: Frederick Delmer made Sefton and his sister speak German at home in order to understand the country that they lived in. At the age of ten, Sefton spoke better German than he did English. Even though he was known as der Engländer at school, he had been born in Berlin. He’d spent just a few summer holidays in Australia and England. In his short life he’d spoken English at some times with a German accent and at other times with an Australian accent, depending on where he’d happened to have spent his previous summer.

         Now, every morning when he went to school, he was under attack for being something he couldn’t fully understand.

         The physical education class was the worst. The PE teacher, his little goatee twitching with patriotic arousal, ordered the boys to pick up weights and punch the air with them, and as they punched to imagine they were striking a traitor like that “Engländer” over there, a traitor he would beat and expel if he but had the chance. He talked about Sefton in the third person—as if he weren’t there.

         In the Prussia Sefton Delmer describes growing up in, people glorified and imitated the army.9 Each country walk with German friends had the air of a military procession, with everyone marching in strict order: men at the front, then children (singing patriotic songs), and finally the women. Now this militarism had taken over: generals were gods. The joint army chief General Ludendorff’s bored sneer and know-it-all eyes glared down at Sefton from a poster in the classroom, as if checking the boy’s writing for sufficient patriotism. The children wrote essays justifying the war, collected funds for the war effort as homework and were 8assigned to write stories about how their fathers were fighting on the front. Sefton was relieved of this final duty, and when the Herr Direktor told him that as an “enemy schoolboy” he didn’t have to join in the celebrations of German victories, he bit back: “There won’t be any victories over the British.” 10 But for all his little insolences, the propaganda pushing in on Sefton would envelop him everywhere as he crossed Berlin.11

         After school, in the great central Tiergarten where the city came to relax, Berliners gathered to pin little envelopes with the donations they’d collected to a huge effigy of General Hindenburg’s walrus-whiskered, fleshy face, sticking the donation envelopes into his mighty, spraying moustache. The faces of Generals Hindenburg and Ludendorff were everywhere: on pins, neckties, postcards and playing cards. Walls and windows were plastered with posters of strong soldiers in spiked helmets urging people to donate money for the army.

         Passing the cinemas, you would hear cheering from inside as newsreels from the front were celebrated like victories in football matches.

         Along the River Spree, street sellers hawked newspapers, their stories celebrating the war as a “holy moment”, a “holy flame of anger”, a “revelation” that brought forth a “rebirth through war”. “What Germany has experienced in these days,” stated the Berliner Zeitung in August 1914, “is a miracle, a renewal of oneself; it was a shaking off of everything small and foreign; it was a most powerful recognition of one’s own nature.” 12

         Germany had become unified only half a century previously. It was still deeply divided by region, class and aristocratic clan. But over the last decades, new national newspapers had made it possible for Germans to read the same stories on the same day, see the same photos of the kaiser, desire the same gadgets and scents in the same advertisements, admire the same shots of huge Zeppelins floating in the sky. And as the war started, newspapers became the place where Germans were meant to be fused together in one purpose. They featured photo pullouts that took the reader to the front. Standing in the middle of Berlin, you were transported over to the battlefields, you were among gunners and machine guns, so close that you could almost hear their rat-a-tat. On the next page were letters between soldiers and their loved 9ones: letters about love, sacrifice and bravery. These were intimate letters that real people had written, blurring the line between the private and the public, creating the sense that this was truly a people’s war.13

         Over the thin, curling river stood the Berliner Schloss, home of the kaiser. He gave his speeches on the balcony—speeches that were then reprinted across the nation—telling the eager crowds how he no longer saw any different parties or classes in Germany.14 Germany, this young, divided country, which had always been so riven, was truly now one people. The photos of the jubilant crowds at the time seemed to reinforce this: rich and poor, aristocrats and working class together, at least for one snapshot.

         Sefton saw the city differently. Rather than a stage of unity, it was an obstacle course holding him back from seeing his father. His mother would try to reunite them, even if just for a moment.

         One time they walked to a bridge overlooking the prison. It was an illegal expedition: as foreigners, they were not allowed out of their small quarter of Berlin. When his mother thought no one was looking, she told Sefton to climb on top of the rails, and as he craned his neck and leaned forward, he could peer into the prison yard: “Mummy, Mummy—I can see him. There is a queue of men waiting outside a sort of barracks and he is near the end reading a book.” 15 Looking back at his mother, Sefton could see that she had tears in her eyes—but she didn’t dare climb on the balustrade herself; it would have been far too conspicuous.

         And there was the time in the muddy lane by the barbed-wire walls of the prison when Sefton, his mother and his sister stood for what seemed like hours, drenched by harsh rain and cutting wind, cold hands clutching little packages with tea and jam. A friendly priest had tipped them off that Professor Delmer would be taken down this lane to a bathhouse for delousing. Finally, a door in the fence opened, and there was his father: thin, ill, surrounded by sentries with rifles, but suddenly smiling as he saw his wife and children slipping and stumbling towards him as they thrust the little packages into his hands. The professor had only a few seconds to tell his wife he was being charged with espionage. Then he was dragged off for delousing. 10

         Those were the only two times that Sefton saw his father in the first six months of the war. Six months in which it seemed Germany would be fully victorious.

         Every day the local police sergeant on Kantstraße would post new communiqués celebrating Germany’s military victories in a glass-​fronted box on the street. And with every new victory, Kantstraße would resound with celebration. Flags were unfurled from every window. Not just German flags but also Danish, Greek, Swiss and American ones: even the foreigners wanted to join in Germany’s great triumphs. Only the Delmers’ window stood empty: alone and dark. “And though I knew it was wrong of me, my small boy’s soul hated it, our standing out like that.” Despite all the humiliations of being an Engländer in Germany, he wanted to join in with the rest of the street, even as he disapproved of the desire. Once, as the flags were again unfurled, he couldn’t control himself any longer, started rummaging around the apartment for a flag, any flag, found one with his father’s rowing gear, a British Royal Standard no less, the flag of the British royal family, and was already on his way to plant it into the window box of geraniums when his mother’s hand shot out and firmly pulled him back.16

         
            *

         

         What is this urge that Sefton was fighting? What is this “propaganda” that sucks people in like a whirlpool—from the kaiser’s Berlin to today? If we are to subvert it, we need to understand its appeal.

         I’ve already used the word propaganda often in the opening pages of this book. Delmer uses it continuously—to label both what the kaiser and the Nazis did and then his own work. Yet he never explicitly defines it. Sometimes he references it as something morally neutral—​just any form of mass persuasion. At other times he means some sort of deception.

         But in these early descriptions of his childhood, what he calls propaganda is more than just a single campaign or piece of disinformation. The real power of propaganda is not to convince or even to confuse; it’s to give you a sense of belonging. 11

         In 1962, a year after Delmer released the first volume of his memoir, the French sociologist, historian and philosopher Jacques Ellul published Propaganda, one of the more beguiling books on the subject I’ve encountered. I like to consider the two works side by side: Delmer the teller of propaganda in action, and Ellul the interpreter.

         During World War II, Ellul helped Jews escape Nazis in Burgundy, an act that would earn him the honour of being named a “righteous among the Nations”. Decoding the appeal of Nazi propaganda inspired his work, but he casts his search much wider, trying to understand the role that propaganda plays in any modern society.17 Like Delmer, Ellul refers to different types of propaganda, which, unlike Delmer, he then carefully defines.

         Political propaganda is the obvious campaigns all around us: election ads and war slogans, posters and banners.

         Sociological propaganda cuts deeper, the television shows and movies, the art and literature that help integrate people into the common myths that keep society together. The United States, for example, argued Ellul, was a nearly impossible experiment of different creeds, languages and religions that had to be integrated together through movies and sitcoms around underlying “myths” such as “the American way of life” or “the pursuit of happiness” or “progress”. Any propaganda that went against these myths was unlikely to be effective, for it would go against the grain of how people understood the world. When these myths were swallowed unthinkingly, uncritically, they could turn toxic, casting anyone who questioned them as an enemy.

         But this propaganda, argued Ellul, was something that people needed, wanted, yearned for. It wasn’t just foisted from above. It was a product of a change in which the bonds of rural and local communities had been ruptured by masses of people moving into big industrial cities, where they were just a cog in a greater machine that they could never quite grasp or control, a change so drastic that people now felt “the most violent need to be re-integrated into a community”. As Ellul wrote, “Propaganda is the true remedy for loneliness.” And the more we live in a society where we have little control over our lives, the more we need propaganda that gives us a sense of (ersatz) agency: “Man cannot 12stand being unimportant…. Though a mass instrument, propaganda addresses itself to each individual. It appeals to me. It appeals to my common sense, my desires, and provokes my wrath and my indignation. It gives me violent feelings, and lifts me out of the daily grind.”18 Propaganda can give you both a community and the illusion of individual agency.

         In World War I, German newspapers and cinemas were helping fuse this rapidly industrialising new nation into one propaganda community. What Ellul describes as theory, Delmer tells through stories and symbols. He shows how the rural idyll in the Harz Mountains, where he could at first play with other German kids, is disturbed by the arrival of new communications technology in the shape of military radio masts and the hate-baying newsreels in the cinema tent at the village fair. He shows how stories and education about military heroism and even the militarised way that families went for walks reinforced the underlying myth that Germany was a great military nation, that it indeed was a coherent nation defined by militarism, destined for empire. He contrasts a warm world in the countryside and in the local area where he grew up in Berlin to the shrunken stereotypes of “us” and “enemies” in the warmongering newspapers, his street erupting in jubilation around the communal newsletter they read together.

         We have our own ruptures today that leave people yearning for propaganda as a “remedy for loneliness”.

         The rise of politicians, whether in America or in Europe, who claim to represent the “true people” against real or often imaginary outsiders can be most rapid in what sociologists call “civic deserts”: frequently, rural places where the old institutions that bonded communities, the local clubs and town halls, have disappeared and where civic engagement is particularly low.19

         Or take Russia. This is a country where propagandists believed that their mission was to create a new collective after the collapse of the Soviet Union. When I lived in Moscow, I interviewed one of Putin’s early spin doctors, Gleb Pavlovsky, who explained to me how in the 1990s, after the Soviet Union fell apart, the old ways that people used to define themselves—Communist, anti-Communist, collective farmers, workers or intelligentsia—all fell apart. In the flux he invented a new 13collective for them to dwell in. They were all to be part of one great “Putin majority”. As he told me, “I first invented the idea of the Putin majority, and then it appeared!”20

         There are many societies that have gone through similar changes and that have not chosen dictatorship and the destruction of others as their solution. But when Delmer would plot his response to Nazi propaganda, as with any counter-propaganda we may plan today, he knew that no effort would work unless it took into account this need to belong that propaganda satisfies, a need that he knew from his own vulnerability to it. For who could be more lonely and more powerless than ten-year-old Sefton, the freshly fatherless enemy schoolboy abandoned in Berlin? His urge to join in with the German songs, to unfurl the flag to celebrate German victories, is not in contrast to his being bullied, spurned, alienated—it’s the consequence of it.

         But back in World War I Berlin, a ten-year-old Sefton was, according to the memoirs he wrote over four decades later, noticing that there were weaknesses in the kaiser’s propaganda model.

         
            *

         

         One place where Sefton felt safe and secure was in the wine-red soft seats in the stalls of the Deutsches Theater, watching the shows of the director Max Reinhardt and his dramaturge, Arthur Kahane. Kahane’s son, Peter, was Delmer’s best friend at school and would get him the exclusive tickets. Reinhardt and Kahane were already famous. They had started out with a cabaret, Schall und Rauch. All through the night, in a tiny studio, they’d put on sketches that taunted the era’s famous stars, poking fun at the way these actors tried to be “natural” with their brooding sighs and pained expressions, satirising the different acting fads popular on the Berlin stage, pointing out the artifice in each.21 Reinhardt didn’t believe in forcing a style of acting onto his troupe. As Martin Esslin, one of his students and later a theatre critic, described, “Reinhardt was convinced that in most people, and most actors, the real personality is buried deep inside under a thick layer of shyness, mannerisms and convention…. Accordingly, his conception of the actor’s task was never based on the idea that the 14actor is an impersonator who should assume another human being’s personality. For him the actor’s task was to use his own personality to the fullest possible extent to express the essence of the character he was portraying.” 22

         Sitting safely in the dark red of Reinhardt’s auditorium, Sefton watched Maurice Maeterlinck’s The Blue Bird, a play about crippled children who cross the world looking for the Bird of Happiness, only to find it living in their own garden. He saw Gerhart Hauptmann’s Der Biberpelz, a dark, despairing comedy that depicts a Berlin underworld of poverty and crime, and in which the characters speak in real Berlin slang.

         Meanwhile, the Germany that Delmer saw outside the theatre seemed ever more staged.23

         The kaiser’s propaganda was successful because it gave Germans a sense of belonging, someone to love and someone to hate, someone to include and someone (like Sefton Delmer) to exclude. It tapped into decades of military fantasies and helped articulate a latent desire to simultaneously feel superior to others and to yearn for a cause worth dying for. But there was also something forced about it. For all the melodramatic warmongering, Delmer felt that “looking at it much later, much of this [initial German] enthusiasm was artificial. They had talked themselves into it because it was the right thing, the patriotic thing, to want war.” 24

         But what does it mean to “talk yourself into” wanting war? It’s as if language, a language that wasn’t initially yours, can take you over, talk through you, consume you, control you.

         The boys who taunted him were indulging in a form of “boyish play-acting”.25 It was play-acting that tapped into the “romantic and bullying streaks” of the “adult German soul”, but it was play-acting nonetheless. The Germans Sefton encountered had more than one role that they played.

         The headmaster, Direktor Lange, who would bellow war sermons in morning assembly, was a different person when he spoke to Sefton and his mother in his office. Behind closed doors, he asked their forgiveness for this senseless conflict.

         When two schoolmasters returned from the front with missing arms and legs, and were rewarded with Iron Crosses for their 15sacrifice, the teacher responsible for “patriotic” education, Herr Schlicke, quipped, “Mir is mein Heiles Kreuz lieber als ein eisernes.” Literally: “I’d rather keep my spine than be given an Iron Cross.”26 (German uses the same word for spine and for cross.)

         The boys in class were stunned. They’d always heard Herr Schlicke, his face covered in duelling scars, speak in jingoistic slogans, marshalling the classroom as if it were a military unit. Now it turned out that he could also say things contradicting his seemingly heartfelt jingoism.

         So who was the real Direktor Lange? Was the real Herr Schlicke the patriot or the punning anti-war agitator? Or perhaps asking for the “real” one is the wrong question. It’s the act of linguistic disobedience that mattered, the moment when Herr Schlicke stopped parroting the language of propaganda and instead subverted it with his pun about preferring a real backbone. Puns and word slippages are trapdoors out of the prison of propaganda—and Delmer would always be obsessed with them. We have two ways of having a relationship with the language all around us, Delmer seems to be telling us. We can either be defined by it or rebel and re create it. Perhaps someone like Delmer, someone unable to join in the communal patriotic ecstasies yet still drawn to them, observing others from outside while yearning to be inside, always aware of how different he could be in different languages—maybe he would be more attuned to how people change themselves and are changed by the roles and words around them.

         As the war dragged on and German victories turned into defeats, the kaiser’s propaganda started to look like last year’s acting fad. On Sefton’s way to school, the patriotic posters were scribbled over with graffiti: “Helft uns siegen” (Help Us Conquer) was crossed out to read “Helft uns lügen” (Help Us Lie).

         At school, only the butcher’s son could still find sausages for his packed lunch. Everyone else had no food to bring from home and had to make do with the school canteen’s thin cabbage soup instead.

         On the trains, the seats were all sliced open and ripped up: Berliners were stealing the wool padding from inside the seats to stitch into their own coats against the bone-chilling cold.

         Outside the stores, plain-clothes police lurked in the long queues for ever-shrinking egg and potato rations, making sure that no one 16was complaining. Delmer and his mother would stand in such queues for hours. Foreigners always had to be last in line, and the rations were often gone by the time that the Delmers reached the till. Despite the risk, his mother couldn’t help but tell everyone how she had heard that in London there were no shortages at all. Butter, chocolate, milk—all of it was available there. Her comments made hungry Berliners angry, and she made sure never to return to the same queue twice.

         Delmer’s father was finally released in 1915, after six months in prison. Unemployed, he was supported by gifts from former students and spent his afternoons with his neighbours, the Cohns, and their friends, the Liebknechts, future leaders of the German Communist Party who slipped him news of unrest in factories and shipyards, unrest that would later build into the revolution of 1918, which helped bring down the kaiser.

         In his memoirs, Delmer related the lessons of these years to his later war work. His mother’s complaints in the queues were “first-class subversive stuff”—the sort of sowing of dissent he would later seed in industrial quantities.27 His father was gathering the sort of research that Delmer would later systematise to know the enemy’s vulnerabilities.

         But Delmer was also doing something else in his memoirs: trying to prove his family’s loyalty to Britain.

         
            *

         

         Ever since he was released from prison, Sefton’s father had been asking students, colleagues, friends and acquaintances to help obtain an exit visa for the family. But Stadtkommandant Braumüller, chief of the Alien Department in Berlin, had always refused to grant them one. Then, at long last, in May 1917 a well-connected friend, Frau Kunheim, managed to persuade the foreign minister to directly help the Delmers. Braumüller informed Frederick that an exit visa had finally been granted. “I scarcely dared to believe my good luck until I was safely across the frontier in Holland,” Frederick would write in a series of articles for The Times and other British newspapers about his family’s escape from Germany. “To feel the meaning of light one must have first 17lived in darkness, and to know what the British flag stands for one must have lived in countries where it dare not wave.” 28

         Frederick described leaving Germany as exiting some sort of propaganda fog. The fierce grilling he received from the intelligence agents at the British consulate in the Hague, checking his every background detail, reassured him that, in contrast to the claims of German propaganda, Britain was prepared for war. Crossing the English Channel by boat was another revelation: Braumüller had assured the Delmers that German submarines would make such a trip impossible.

         Landing at Gravesend, Frederick Delmer wrote in his articles, brought an epiphany:

         
            There were good will and good nature everywhere, and not the faintest trace of the bullying of the civil population by everything in uniform that I had become so familiar with and had grown sick of in Prussia…. How good it is to be back in England! If ever I realized what liberty means, liberty of thought and liberty of conscience, it is now after having lived for nearly three years in an enemy country where there is neither.29

         

         Sefton’s return “home” was less ecstatic. Right after der Engländer disembarked, his feet finally safe inside his motherland, he was greeted with the teasing, taunting laughter of little children all around him. Instead of being embraced by his countrymen, he was surrounded, followed and pointed at by a gang of street kids, calling on yet other kids to come over and laugh at him as well. Ten-year-old Delmer was so disoriented that he turned and ran to the railway station.

         He strained to figure out what they were saying.

         “’E’s in sawks!”30

         Socks?

         He looked down at his legs. They were in ankle socks. He looked at the legs of the children laughing at him: their socks all went right up to their knees. He was dressed in the sailor’s uniform fashionable among Berlin boys: a sailor’s blouse, blue shorts and ankle socks. In 18England, kids his age wore knee-high socks. All his little life, Sefton had imagined himself a little Englishman. But now his socks betrayed him.

         In those first days in England he could think of nothing else but socks and begged his mother to buy him knee-high ones. She had other things on her mind.

         The Delmers had nowhere to live. They had no property in England—both parents were from Australia. They had no network of close relatives they could shelter with. A committee for refugees put them up in a greasy bedsit in a street of stuccoed houses whose white facades were grimy and stained with soot.

         To make matters worse, Sefton’s father was under attack. When Frederick arrived, the British newspapers had jumped at the chance to run his insider, eyewitness, exclusive insights into life in wartime Berlin. He had a whole series of articles on the front pages of the Mail and The Times, some about the waning power of the kaiser’s propaganda. He described the changing scenes in front of the glass-fronted war communiqués:

         
            In silence they read the report and in silence they turn and walk away. Now and again an individual will point to some telling sentence tucked away in the middle of the report—a village, a trench left to the enemy because it was no longer of any value—and his face will betray an almost imperceptible note of distrust, but he will say nothing.

            The womenfolk in the queues are more outspoken, and one used often to hear them say: “We have nothing but victories, and yet we always get farther back.” 31

         

         These observations didn’t get the reaction that Frederick Delmer had expected. Letters came in to the editor suggesting he was painting a gloomy picture of German opinions in order to goad the British effort into overconfidence, that he was actually pushing clever enemy propaganda, that his ability to leave Germany was suspicious—had he been sent over to confuse the British leadership and public? Some even accused him of being an enemy agent.32 19

         Frederick Delmer’s portrait of unhappy Germans went against the image of the enemy that had been cultivated in the British press. Ever since 1914, the British papers had evoked the image of a dreaded, unified, all-powerful Hun. In a single Daily Mail piece on September 22, 1914, for example, the kaiser was referred to as a “lunatic”, “barbarian”, “madman”, “monster”, “modern Judas” and “criminal monarch”. 33 In the following years, stories of German atrocities filled the papers: Germans raping nuns, bayoneting Belgian children, handing out medals for sinking passenger cruise ships in the mid-Atlantic. The stories were not always substantiated. But such articles were hugely popular—there was a demand to see the enemy as pure evil, their population as totally possessed by the kaiser’s propaganda.34

         Frederick was undermining an image, a stereotype that many British people needed to motivate themselves to fight against an enemy. It was another obstacle that Sefton would have to confront in his later war work: How do you deliver truth to people who are resistant to it?

         Frederick Delmer was called in for more interrogations at the Ministry of the Interior to ascertain his loyalties. He was, once more, judged to be absolutely sound. But his public reputation was sullied. For long nights he argued with his wife whether to write an article explaining their escape from Germany as his editor wanted—but that could get Frau Kunheim and everyone who helped him leave in trouble: “I remember the anguished debate between him and my mother whether he should accede to the editor’s request and tell the story. But in the end loyalty to his Berlin friends supervened.” Sefton could see his father’s self-confidence deflate: “It was altogether horrible for my father…. I could not help catching some of the depression this kind of nonsense cast on him and my brave mother.” 35

         All this time, Sefton was still obsessed with the problem of his socks. Alone, he hatched a plan on how to finally fit in. English schoolchildren, he’d noticed, wore shorts and sweaters when they went running with their class for sports. So Delmer dug out his Berlin sailor’s shorts, found an old white sweater from his parents, got some gym shoes—and as soon as he was outside on the street ran everywhere, pretending he was an athlete out for training, in his own mind finally 20blending in, running, running, across the parks and through the dirtied stucco and red labyrinth of London.

         Writing half a century later, Delmer admitted: “The feeling of insecurity, which was at the bottom of my sartorial troubles, went a lot deeper than the affair of the socks…. In these first months instead of feeling at home, as I had expected to feel, I felt a refugee. A little boy who was not quite sure whether he really belonged where he had always believed he belonged.” 36

         His attempts at fitting in kept failing. At school, the teachers laughed at his “German” pronunciation of Latin. A fellow pupil found a newspaper featuring a photo of the Delmers’ arrival in England, and everyone jeered at his wrong socks. In Officer Training Corps the instructor taunted him every time he dropped his gun: “I thought they made good soldiers of you in Germany.” 37

         Ultimately, Delmer thought that “I had a better time as an English boy in my Berlin school in the first years of the war than for the last two … in London where I was treated as a bit of an outsider. Maybe this was partly due to our British way of working up to a real crescendo of hate and fury towards the end of the war.” 38

         The war ended when Sefton was fourteen. And he did eventually learn to seem more British. He made the rowing team at school and got a scholarship to Oxford: “And I can, as every orthodox Briton should, look back on my time at Oxford and St Paul’s as a very happy period of my life.” 39

         But even into middle age, Delmer suffered “persistent and most depressing dreams” about wearing the wrong clothes, walking around London in a bath towel or talking to royalty with one shoe missing. He would never shrug off his feeling of not quite belonging:

         
            For many years of my life I was secretly ashamed of having been born in Berlin. I tried to keep it dark. I did not want to be taken for a German. I was British and very much so. But I could not keep it dark. Somehow the world seemed always to find itself in a situation which would make the man inspecting my passport say “Born in Berlin, eh? Would you mind standing back, sir, I’ll deal with you later.” 40 21

         

         Yet despite this sense of shame about being born in Berlin, very soon after he graduated from university he moved back to become the Berlin correspondent for the highly popular and not at all high-brow British newspaper the Daily Express in September 1928. It seems a curious choice—wouldn’t he have wanted to get away from there? In his memoirs Delmer makes the move sound like the result of a simple accident. While visiting his father in Berlin, he spent a day working as an assistant to the owner of the Daily Express, Lord Beaverbrook, the Rupert Murdoch of his day, who, impressed by Delmer’s intimate understanding of the country, offered him a job.

         But there could be something more to Sefton Delmer’s motivation, important to understanding both his personality and his relationship to propaganda. My childhood has some small echoes of Sefton’s, and I can hazard a guess about what might have driven him. I grew up a Soviet émigré child in London in the early 1980s, during a warm part of the Cold War. My parents had been political dissidents in Kyiv, my father arrested by the KGB. But in my English school I was simply nicknamed “the Russian spy”—few understood where Ukraine was back then—and gently taunted as an enemy. The taunting was not the problem—I was never bullied—but rather the question that it posed about who I was meant to be.

         I even had an incident akin to Delmer’s socks disaster. I was five and getting changed for PE class. I recall feeling particularly confident that day—my English was improving. And then I remember laughter. Contorted laughter all around me. And everyone pointing fingers. I looked around at who might be the poor victim of this mocking and realised with horror it was me.

         “He’s wearing tights! That boy is wearing tights!”

         In the USSR parents dressed children in cheap cotton tights whenever the weather started to get cold. I’d thought it ordinary. We knew them as kalgotki.

         I remember choking, my early English stuck in my throat. Finally I stammered out, “These are kalgotki.”

         But no one knew the word; I may as well have made it up. The whole world that kalgotki came from didn’t exist here. 22

         And although I went on to enjoy my school and university “as every orthodox Briton should”, I then headed out to Moscow because I had the freedom there to define my own way of being British—much as Delmer could in Berlin. There he was der Engländer and could decide what that meant for himself.

         Once in Weimar Berlin, Delmer would find that everything that had made him vulnerable as a child—his fluid identity, his cultural ambidexterity—would suddenly be turned into an advantage that would help him penetrate into the backstage of the great, infernal Nazi propaganda show.
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