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For Shubbs, devoted brother of Anthony Cotterell, who contributed so much to this book but sadly did not live to see it published.







One could only understand Anthony at all well by keeping always in mind that he was a writer. He was that more than anyone I ever met.


Ernest Watkins, autobiography





The battle for Arnhem contains all the ingredients of a classical tragedy, both from a civilian and military point of view.


Piet Kamphuis, Holland at War Against Hitler




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


This book would not have been possible in this form without the involvement of Geoffrey Cotterell, Anthony’s brother. When I first got to know him, Geoffrey was in his late eighties and had had a major operation to replace his hip, yet during the course of the next two years we enjoyed two phenomenally successful research trips to Holland together. Geoffrey gave me many photographs and all the surviving Cotterell family documents which related to Anthony. The latter included not only the incredible sequence of letters which Geoffrey wrote to his mother in 1945–46, and those between his mother and his aunt Jane of the same period, but also all Anthony’s surviving unpublished typescripts, including the wonderful D-Day and Normandy material.


Geoffrey, a novelist who had had a string of best-sellers in the first twenty-five or so years after the war, took a huge interest in the projected book. He had a phenomenal memory, and what he told me about the search for Anthony was invariably verified when that particular facet of the search was covered by official documents. This was also the case with his correspondence with his mother in 1945–46. It is obvious that he was always truthful and scrupulously accurate with her, never hiding the worst potential explanations for Anthony’s disappearance.


The trips to Holland included exciting, amusing and, occasionally, rather harrowing times. The most moving experience of all was visiting No.12 Rozenhoflaan, the house in Zutphen in which Anthony’s wounds had been medically treated just before he vanished forever. After we got back to England, Geoffrey sent me the following email:





Re my impression of Rozenhoflaan I did send you an email which I’ve just failed to find under ‘sent’, so just possibly it didn’t get to you. I know what I said was similar to your own feelings, that there is a tremendous atmosphere, I said like the feeling you have when you enter an old enormous cathedral, full of immanence and history, with the space on the right of the front door a special very holy chapel, and I thought of Tone there being a sort of Christ figure from many an old master oil painting, down from the cross and attended by Mary etc. And looking towards the second door on the left, amazed that it was all just as Tannenbaum had described it to me. And therefore real. A haunted, awesome place.





Geoffrey had never ceased to grieve deeply over the loss of his brother, and even in old age still felt responsible for never having managed to find him or discover his fate. In his eighties, he once again began to make enquiries in Holland, hoped that perhaps the passage of time and the opening up of archives might shed light on Anthony’s disappearance. When I joined forces with him, I also had great hopes that I might solve the mystery, but a mystery it remains. I greatly regret this, but most of all I am sad that Geoffrey did not live to see this book published, one to which he contributed so much.


I would also especially like to thank Frits and Jeanne Slijkoord, who not only made the trip to No.12 Rozenhoflaan possible but also gave many details of life under the Occupation in Holland. Frits with great kindness translated some Dutch documents for me and helped in numerous other ways. Jeanne was the most invaluable eyewitness; as a child, she had seen the shooting in Brummen marketplace, and the horror of that event had made an indelible impression upon her.


An equally important helper in Holland has been Bob Gerritsen. Bob has an unrivalled knowledge of the battle of Arnhem and a stupendous archive of material, all of which he shared with me with the most perfect generosity, simply in the interests of establishing the truth. Several of the photographs in this book were sourced by Bob, including the astonishing picture of the British prisoners in Saint Eusebius in Arnhem. Bob thoroughly read the manuscript of this book and made many detailed and helpful comments. Bob also helped Geoffrey a great deal when Geoffrey first opened up the new enquiries about Anthony at Arnhem.


I owe a great deal to a number of other Dutch people. The owners of No.12 Rozenhoflaan, Rene Schepers and Renske Boersma, could not be there when we visited due to a sudden death in the family. However, with the greatest kindness they did not cancel the visit, but instead asked a kind neighbor to show us round their house.


I also owe a debt to Ymi Ytsma whose father-in-law, Police Detective Jan Arend IJspeerd of the Almelo Investigation Department, had been involved in the search for Anthony in 1945–46. Ymi shared with me the Kamp documents from The Hague and other material relevant to the search.


I would like to thank the following: Dick Schlüter of the Airborne Museum, Oosterbeek; Dirk Jan Dolfing of the Regionaal Archief, Zutphen; Adrie Roding of the Stadsarchief Enschede; and Ton Wientjen, a historian living at Enschede, who checked the Dutch archives to make sure that I had not missed vital information about Anthony’s disappearance. Ton also read the manuscript and made very helpful comments.


I must not leave out Wim Brekveld, who did such a marvellous job of driving me and Geoffrey around Holland, and who helped to make our two trips so enjoyable.


So far as English helpers are concerned, my grateful thanks go to Tony Hibbert, not only for talking to me at length about Anthony and Arnhem, but also for giving me a copy of his Arnhem and post-Arnhem diaries and allowing me to quote extensively from them. Another great source of information was Jim Flavell, who shared with me his memories of Arnhem and the paratroopers.


Roy Hemington at the Commonwealth War Graves Commission gave invaluable information about the British prisoners’ graves at Enschede. Rosemary Mcgrath, Anthony and Geoffrey’s cousin, filled in details of the family background. Graham Page, who is writing a biography of Barbara Skelton, notified me of the fascinating connection between Barbara and Anthony, revealed in her diaries. I thank them all.


I would also like to thank the following: Mark Hickman of the Pegasus Archive for helping with my enquiries and for permission to quote from the Pegasus Archive website, including the 1st Airborne Reconnaissance Squadron war diary (Crown Copyright). Thanks also go to Simon Middleton-Briggs for sharing Bernard Briggs’ document of the British prisoners’ wanderings after the shooting at Brummen; Kevin Bending, who helped identify the RAF station from which Anthony flew in December 1943 as Woodhall Spa; and Fred Preller, Webmaster for 384th Bomb Group in the Second World War, who supplied documents relating to Anthony’s flights with the 8th Air Force on bombing missions.


The Robert Graves connection to Anthony, through his daughter Jenny Nicholson, was a rich source of information. I would like to thank Caroline Shaw, the archivist at the St John’s College Robert Graves Trust, and Lucia Graves, Sam Graves, and Richard Graves. A useful letter from Anthony to Robert Graves also surfaced in the Robert Graves archive of the Poetry Collection, the University of Buffalo, and I thank James Maynard, the assistant curator, for finding it.


An incredibly rich seam of knowledge was found in the University of Calgary’s Special Collections, where Ernest Watkins’ papers are deposited. Watkins knew Anthony extremely well because he worked with him at WAR for two years. Having the greatest admiration for Anthony, he wrote extensively about him and their work for ABCA in his unpublished autobiography. I would like to thank Ernest Watkins’ sons, Tim and Nick, for permission to quote from their father’s writings, and for the picture of Ernest on his motorbike in Iceland. I would also like to thank the archivist Apollonia Steele of the Special Collections, for her great help in tracking down the relevant material.


I am very grateful to the following for the permission to quote from key texts: Judy Urquhart (Major General R.E. Urquhart, Arnhem); Jeremy Lewis (Tears Before Bedtime, estate of Barbara Skelton); Bob Gerritsen and Niall Cherry (Red Berets and Red Crosses: The Story of the Medical Services in the 1st Airborne Division in World War II); The History Press (Stuart Mawson, Arnhem Doctor); The Second World War Experience Centre (Sir John Killick, interviews with Peter Liddle and John Hutson); Pen and Sword Publishing (Major General John Frost, A Drop Too Many); Random House Group Ltd (Stephen Watts, Moonlight on a Lake in Bond Street). My best efforts have been made to obtain permission for certain other quotations, but it has not been possible to make contact.


Lastly, my thanks go to Helen Chapman, who was an enormous help in transcribing Geoffrey’s letters and following various leads, and to Professor Andrew Thorpe of the University of Exeter, who supervised my dissertation on Anthony and WAR, and gave me a great deal of encouragement at a time when the scale of this project looked somewhat daunting.







CONTENTS


Title


Dedication


Quote


Acknowledgements


Dramatis Personae


Prologue





PART ONE • BECOMING A SOLDIER: MARCH 1940 – JUNE 1941





  1  The Cotterell Family


  2  Fleet Street Journalist


  3  Conscript Life


  4  The Antelope and Other Unmilitary Activities


  5  Depression


  6  Officer Training


  7  Platoon Commander, Infantry Battalion


  8  ‘Pleasantly Irresponsible and Relatively Entertaining’





PART TWO • WAR CORRESPONDENT: JUNE 1941 – SEPTEMBER 1944





  9  ABCA-CADABRA


10  Expanding the Brief


11  Shubbs’ War, Jenny Nicholson, and Anne


12  Parachutist


13  Prelude to D-Day


14  D-Day


15  With the Tank Crew


16  The Battle of Fontenay


17  Interlude


18  ‘We are Jumping to a Conclusion’





PART THREE • ARNHEM: 17–23 SEPTEMBER 1944





19  Sunday, 17 September 1944


20  The Defence of the Bridge


21  Prisoner of War


22  Murder


23  The Dressing Station at Zutphen





PART FOUR • THE SEARCH: SEPTEMBER 1944 ONWARDS





24  After the Shooting


25  ‘Missing, Believed Wounded and Prisoner of War’


26  Watkins’ Pilgrimage


27  Janie and the Search for Anthony


28  Witnesses, Helpers and War Office Stonewallers


29  Geoffrey Takes Over the Search


30  Hamburg


31  The War Crimes Group and the Search Bureau


32  Back to Holland


33  Etter


34  The Enschede Connection


35  Dr Saniter and Thomson the Orderly


36  Schmidt, Fritzsche and Other Leads


37  Demob and Afterwards


38  What Happened to Anthony Cotterell?





Epilogue


      Appendix:  The Graves at Enschede General Cemetery


Notes


Bibliography


Plates


Copyright




DRAMATIS PERSONAE








	

Surname




	

First name




	

Rank/title




	

Role




	

Description









	

Adam




	

Sir Ronald




	

General




	

ABCA & War Office




	

Adjutant-General of the British Army, ultimately responsible for WAR









	

Beattie




	

Edward




	

	

American war reporter/PoW




	

As PoW, taken to Berlin to meet Nazi hierarchy – possible parallel to Anthony’s treatment









	

Braden




	

Unknown




	

Dr




	

German Military in Holland




	

Travelling in the car with Etter when they came across the Brummen shooting









	

Briggs




	

Bernard




	

Captain




	

Airborne Forces




	

On the truck at Brummen









	

Cairns




	

John




	

Lieutenant




	

Airborne Forces




	

On the truck at Brummen, cared for Anthony after he was shot









	

Conroy




	

David




	

Major




	

Search Bureau




	

Key part of the search for Anthony









	

Cotterell




	

Geoffrey




	

	

Family




	

Brother of Anthony









	

Cotterell




	

Graham




	

	

Family




	

Father of Anthony and Geoffrey









	

Cotterell




	

Mintie




	

	

Family




	

Mother of Anthony and Geoffrey









	

Etter




	

Gustav




	

Oberleutnant




	

German Military in Holland




	

Wehrmacht Intelligence Officer, prevented further shooting at Brummen









	

Finlay Wilson




	

R.




	

Lieutenant




	

Airborne Forces




	

On the truck at Brummen









	

Fritzsche




	

Hans




	

Dr




	

German Propaganda




	

Chief of the Radio Division of the Ministry of Propaganda under Goebbels from 1942









	

Frost




	

John




	

Lieutenant-Colonel




	

Airborne Forces




	

CO of 2nd Battalion, 1st Parachute Brigade









	

Gough




	

Freddie




	

Major




	

Airborne Forces




	

CO at the Arnhem bridge after Frost wounded, senior British officer at Brummen









	

Hibbert




	

Tony




	

Major




	

Airborne Forces




	

Brigade Major of 1st Parachute Brigade HQ, escaped at Brummen









	

Kamp




	

Gerrit




	

Sergeant




	

Netherlands War Crimes Commission




	

Military policeman, key figure in search for Anthony









	

Kinsleigh




	

H.P.




	

Captain




	

War Crimes Group (NWE)




	

Chief investigating officer, Team 3, Field Investigation Section









	

Korteweg




	

Anton




	

Dr




	

Dutch in Brummen




	

Attended to the wounded after the Brummen shooting









	

Lathbury




	

Gerald




	

Brigadier




	

Airborne Forces




	

CO of 1st Parachute Brigade









	

Lathe




	

Heinrich




	

Dr




	

German Military in Holland




	

Doctor at No. 12 Rozenhoflaan on the night of 23 September 1944









	

Matzke




	

Rudolf




	

Unterscharführer




	

German Military in Holland




	

SS guard, accused of murdering the British prisoners at Brummen









	

McCracken




	

Ernest




	

Private




	

Airborne Forces




	

Shot at Brummen, died the same day









	

McNabb




	

Trevor




	

Lieutenant




	

Airborne Forces




	

Shot at Brummen, died four days later at St Joseph’s, Enschede









	

Pool




	

Janie




	

	

Family




	

Aunt of Anthony and Geoffrey









	

Reade




	

A.E.E.




	

Major




	

War Crimes Group




	

Legal Section of War Crimes Group (NWE) at HQ, BAOR









	

Saniter




	

Erich




	

Dr




	

German Military in Holland




	

Doctor at No. 12 Rozenhoflaan on the night of 23 September 1944









	

Schmidt




	

Paul




	

Dr




	

German Propaganda




	

Chief of the Press Division of Ribbentrop’s Foreign Office









	

Shubbs




	

	

	

Family




	

Family petname of Geoffrey









	

Staubwasser




	

Anton




	

Obersturmführer




	

German Military in Holland




	

Chief Intelligence Officer of Model’s Heeresgruppe B, superior officer of Etter









	

Tannenbaum




	

Albert




	

Lieutenant




	

Airborne Forces




	

Shot and seriously wounded at Brummen, survived









	

Taubert




	

Eberhard




	

Dr




	

German Military in Holland




	

Propaganda chief in the Netherlands, in charge of Radio Hilversum under Goebbels









	

Tigges




	

Ernst




	

Dr




	

German Military in Holland




	

Soldier-Journalist providing news for Radio Hilversum









	

Tjeenk Willink




	

Aps




	

	

Dutch in Brummen




	

Mother of Dick, hid Tony Hibbert after shooting, key helper in search for Anthony









	

Tjeenk Willink




	

Dick




	

	

Dutch in Brummen




	

Son of Aps, hid Tony Hibbert after shooting, key helper in search for Anthony









	

Urquhart




	

Roy




	

Major-General




	

Airborne Forces




	

CO of 1st Airborne Division









	

Watkins




	

Ernest




	

Captain




	

ABCA & War Office




	

Worked for Anthony on WAR, took over as Major after Anthony’s disappearance









	

Watts




	

Stephen




	

Captain




	

ABCA & War Office




	

Worked with Anthony on WAR until early 1943














PROLOGUE


Brummen, Province of Gelderland, Holland, 23 September 1944


It was a warm afternoon and the weather was beautiful, with the fine clear light often seen in Gelderland as autumn approaches. In Brummen, the Dutch were going about their usual Saturday business and the German occupiers were likewise going about theirs. Village children played in the sunshine whilst their adults shopped in the small marketplace. But beneath the calm surface of an apparently ordinary day there lay an immense trembling excitement. It was 23 September 1944, exactly six days since the largest airborne attack in history had been launched by the Allies on Dutch bridges at Eindhoven, Nijmegen and Arnhem.


Brummen lay a mere eight miles north-east of Arnhem on what was now one of the main routes to Germany. From Sunday until Wednesday night, the villagers had heard the thunderous din of a battle fought as fiercely as that for Stalingrad. They had seen the black clouds of smoke rising from the ruined town and had heard stories of the desperate struggle. Hopelessly outnumbered, a small British force had fought on at Arnhem bridge until the early hours of Thursday morning. Then the incessant thunder of the guns had faded, though it could still be heard from a little farther down the Rhine at Oosterbeek, where the British general, Urquhart, and his men were holding out.


From first light on Monday, straggling groups of refugees from Arnhem had been passing through the village. Some had found shelter there; others had continued on their way. But with the battle lost, a far more dramatic exodus had started – the victors were moving their prisoners to Germany. The villagers had already seen several batches of prisoners driven past in lorries, or marched through under armed guard. After four years of German occupation, the airborne soldiers were an astonishing sight. Although the British had lost the battle, the villagers still saw them as liberators, close to heroes of legend in their valour. The soldiers’ red berets were very striking, as was their smiling courage in the face of adversity. They were singing or whistling ‘It’s a long, long way to Tipperary’, the archetypal song of the European resistance, which was sometimes quietly echoed by the villagers to show where their sympathies lay. Other villagers waved a scrap of material in the Dutch national colour, orange, or surreptitiously made the illegal V-Victory sign.1


At around 6.00pm a solitary German army lorry, travelling at high speed and without escort, arrived in Brummen. In the driver’s cab sat the driver and two Waffen-SS men. On the running board, armed with a sub-machine, was another SS guard. The back of the lorry had wooden side-boards and tail-board, but the usual tarpaulin cover had been removed and the passengers could be clearly seen. Two Luftwaffe guards were sitting by the tail-board, armed with pistols and rifles. They were guarding some thirty British airborne soldiers, almost all of them officers, who were having to stand because space was so limited. A couple of the officers had found an uncomfortable perch on the metal roof of the driver’s cab. One of these was a 27-year-old Major, slight in build and strikingly good-looking, with dark brown hair, a pale complexion, and brown-green eyes.


The truck came down the side of the marketplace and turned left into the sharp bend of the road to Zutphen. Owing to the combination of the bend and the crowd of villagers, the speeding vehicle was forced to slow right down. Two of the SS guards jumped off, apparently to deal with some villagers who were making the V-Victory sign. As they did so, Dutch onlookers suddenly noticed that two British officers were making an escape attempt. One jumped off to the left of the lorry, the other to the right. The second man stumbled and fell as he landed but was up immediately, running for his life in a hail of bullets. By a thoroughly unlucky chance, another German lorry had just appeared from the opposite direction and its driver alerted the first lorry that it was losing its prisoners. SS soldiers jumped down from the second lorry and opened fire. In a split second, the peaceful scene in the marketplace had degenerated into a maelstrom of chaos, violence and bloodshed. The civilians fled in horrified panic. On reaching the safety of home, some watched the scene from behind their curtains. They saw the truck with the remaining British soldiers move out of the marketplace around the sharp bend into the Zutphen road. The truck stopped with a jerk by the Post Office, a large handsome building which stood in a quiet and pleasant street.


The prisoners had lost their balance and had been sent sprawling when the truck stopped. None of them were trying to escape, yet firing was still going on. Then as suddenly as it had all started, everything seemed to stop. Events had happened so quickly, had been so terrifying and confusing, that, as yet, none of the Dutch were sure exactly what had happened. But one nightmare thing was obvious – an SS soldier had been shooting into the now stationery truck with a sub-machine gun at point-blank range. Only the jamming of the gun or the emptying of his magazine had prevented a mass execution. He was fumbling with his gun now, trying to make it work. Another SS soldier joined him and began taking pot shots at the prisoners with a pistol.


Only a few seconds more might have seen them murder everyone in the truck. But then, as if by a miracle, a third German vehicle chanced upon the scene, a Volkswagen staff car from Field Marshal Model’s Heeresgruppe B. In it was travelling a Wehrmacht officer, on his way to interrogate prisoners. Critically, the Wehrmacht officer outranked the SS guards at the scene. He took immediate charge of the situation. Witnesses would remember him shouting at the SS, ‘What are you doing? These are British officers, not Russians.’


All the prisoners who could move were ordered to get off the truck, and made to sit on the side of the road, cross-legged, with their hands on their head. The dead were removed, placed on the ground in front of the prisoners, and then – and only then – were the wounded taken off the truck. Amongst them was the dark-haired Major who had been sitting on the driver’s cab. He was seriously hurt, but conscious and lucid. Though the Brummen villagers did not know it yet, his name was Anthony Cotterell.






PART ONE


BECOMING A SOLDIER: MARCH 1940 – JUNE 1941







1


THE COTTERELL FAMILY


Anthony Cotterell was not a professional soldier, he was a conscript. Nor could the British Army turn him into a professional soldier once it owned him. First as an ordinary infantry private, then as a very junior infantry officer, he failed to fit the military roles for which the Army had trained him. He got the lowest pass grade achievable on his officer training course, and in subsequent postings proved something of an absent-minded liability to his commanding officers. But what he could do for the Army was write. By the time of the battle of Arnhem, he was one of the Army’s top journalists, an ambitious young man becoming famous not only in military but in civilian circles. He went to Arnhem not to fight but to record the extraordinary airborne drop of some 11,000 soldiers in an operation which was confidently expected to end the war by Christmas. Instead, the operation turned into a colossal military disaster. Amongst the thousands of prisoners taken after the battle was Anthony.


The path which led Anthony to Brummen had begun on 9 March 1940, when his call-up papers arrived at his family home in Wanstead. It was the period of the Phoney War, when, despite a few alarms and excursions, life was continuing much as it had done pre-war. Anthony, then only 23, but already a feature writer on the Daily Express, had come home for the weekend as he always did. His family was small but close-knit, consisting of his parents, Graham and Mintie, and his only sibling, his younger brother, Geoffrey, who was trying to become a novelist.


On the morning that he received the call-up letter, Anthony’s immediate preoccupation was how on earth he was going to break the dreadful news to his family. Although the letter had been expected for weeks, everyone was hoping against hope that it would be delayed for a very long time. Mintie was in a deep state of anxiety about both her sons, for Geoffrey was also on the verge of being called up. Like all her generation, Mintie remembered the slaughter of three-quarters of a million British men in the trenches of the Great War, and was haunted by the nightmare that it might all happen again.


She also had a less serious concern – she feared that army life would coarsen Anthony. This was not a view shared by his caustic Daily Express friends, who quipped that Anthony would coarsen the Army.2


The Cotterells’ family home, Ham Frith, stood opposite the Green at No. 1, Grove Park. Wanstead had once been a favourite haunt of Tudor grandees, attracted by the rich hunting in nearby Epping Forest, but their rural idyll had long ago been destroyed by the creeping growth of London. One of the few remnants of Wanstead’s golden age, the Green was a meeting place for people with dogs. It was dotted about with a few ancient trees of which the locals were extremely proud: ‘They regarded the trees as the innermost outskirts of Epping Forest and as a satisfactory substitute for the countryside.’3


Ham Frith was a very large red-brick house, built around 1900, with something of the Arts and Crafts style in its architecture. Handsome, spacious and airy, it smelt evocatively of wood and polish. Several of its furnishings were of good solid oak, carved in the fashion of the Middle Ages as interpreted by commercial disciples of Burne-Jones and William Morris. There were brick fireplaces, leather armchairs, brass candlesticks, and bits of Arts and Crafts-style pottery which had come from Mintie’s old family home in Plymouth. Because of the family’s love of music, there were two grand pianos, one in the drawing room and one in the back room. A one-storey extension, with a wall composed almost entirely of windows, overlooked the large, beautifully kept garden.


Both Anthony’s parents had made their own way in life. Mintie’s family, once wealthy, had fallen on hard times after the early death of her father, and before her marriage she had worked occasionally as a singer and a pianist. Graham had come from a respectable but impoverished middle-class background. He too had been a pianist, good enough to contemplate turning professional, but instead had chosen the more prudent path of dentistry. His local surgery was in Ham Frith itself. With its treatment room, X-ray and telephone room, dental assistant’s room and waiting room, the surgery took up about half of Ham Frith’s ground floor. Graham also had a very prestigious practice in London, in Cavendish Place, between Regent Street and Harley Street. In addition, every Saturday he held a free surgery at Queen Mary’s Hospital for the East End, in line with the medical tradition of services to the poor.


Graham had a very dry sense of humour. On Mintie’s side of the family, there were two elderly spinster aunts named Pop and Mil, still living in Plymouth – ‘dried-up, poor old things, who lived very simple lives’. After they died, someone observed of them piously, ‘All they wanted was the air to breathe,’ at which Graham snorted, ‘And that’s all they bloody well got!’4


Attractive, sociable, cynical, and very generous, Graham was not short of female admirers. He and Mintie had a strong but occasionally tempestuous marriage owing to his tendency to have affairs. Mintie was a feminist in an unobtrusive way, who once told Anthony’s cousin, Rosemary, that she should never support men against women.5 Strong-willed and passionate, Mintie had been ravishingly pretty in her youth and was still very elegant and charming, with dark hair and delicate features. Geoffrey took after Graham, but Anthony was very like his mother, a masculine version of her fine-boned feminine beauty. He and she shared the same birthday of 19 December. Although they had occasional clashes of will, they were very close to one another and she adored him.


Anthony’s bedroom was at the front of the house, overlooking the Green. He had never really moved away from home and family, and the room had been preserved for him by his parents almost unchanged since boyhood days. The arrival of the call-up letter decisively ended the life he had led for the last six years, ever since he had abandoned his medical and dental studies at Guy’s Hospital in order to follow his dream of becoming a journalist. He was now about to enter an entirely new way of life, one for which he was unfitted by tastes and character but which he was absolutely determined to make the best of. Weeks earlier, he had decided – with characteristic brio – that he would write a best-selling book about his conscript experiences. Now that the call-up letter had arrived, he immediately began to make notes for the book. It would be published ten months later under the title What! No Morning Tea?, and it would indeed become a best-seller.


What! No Morning Tea? begins at the very moment that Anthony received his call-up letter. The book’s unconventional tone, which would be anathema to conventional military types, is immediately evident in the first few paragraphs:





I was just putting the lead on the dog when our maid Daisy gave me the letter.


I took one look and knew. This was it. And it was.


A railway voucher, a postal orders for 4s, and some orders.


For the first time since I left school someone was giving me orders which I couldn’t walk out on or argue about. […]


I really laughed. The whole thing was so awful, it was funny. Everything you had ever worked for was sent up in smoke by that halfpenny circular. Every hope, every plan.


Not that I had anything in particular against the Army. But I was comfortable and I didn’t want to be disturbed. An unconscientious objector.6





The call-up letter gave Anthony less than six days to put his affairs in order – he was to go into the Army on the following Friday. Needing to be alone to digest the appalling news, he took Sam, the dog, for his accustomed Saturday walk on the Green. He stayed out for more than an hour, walking about and thinking.





I wasn’t thinking about the amputation of good-bye, or the blow of throwing up a life that was being quite kind to me. The thoughts jumping through my mind were whether I should take hair-cream and what time I should be free at nights. Then I couldn’t get there by 12 noon. That would mean catching a train before 8am, and I never get up before 9. I must wire them to say I shall be arriving later.


My God, no. I must not wire them to say I should be arriving later. That day is done. From Friday on I get there just when they say. ‘They’ had come into my life again.7





By the time he returned to Ham Frith, Anthony had decided not to say anything about the call-up letter but to carry on exactly as if nothing had happened. That way nobody would be upset, and he and the family could enjoy his last weekend at home. At some point during the following week, when he was back in London, he would ring his mother and tell her that he was going to Brighton at the weekend when in reality he would be going to his training camp. He would write and admit the truth only once he was in the Army. The sole exception to the news blackout would be Geoffrey.


Back at Ham Frith it was lunchtime.





Naturally the big topic at lunch that day was when I should be called up. The subject was quite unchangeable.


‘It can’t be long now,’ said Mother. ‘I don’t know what I shall do when it does come. I don’t know. I really don’t know. I lie awake at nights shuddering at it. My God, I never thought this would ever have to happen again.’


‘Ah well, there you are,’ I said.


‘Perhaps you’ll get another month or two.’


‘That’s right,’ I said.


It was just like every other Saturday afternoon.8





After lunch, his uncle and aunt, Ivor and Jane Pool, arrived. Jane, usually known as Janie, had no children of her own, and was very close to her sister Mintie and her nephews. A brilliantly gifted pianist, Janie had once been a child virtuoso, but the death of her and Mintie’s father had destroyed her hopes of a glittering musical career. As a young woman, Janie had earned money by playing in the small orchestra of a café popular with First World War naval officers. Amongst those officers had been Graham, who had at first found her rather attractive and paid her much attention until he met her much younger sister, Mintie. Besides being incredibly beautiful, Mintie had a captivating, bubbly, flirtatious manner. Inevitably Graham married her rather than the sweet-faced but older and more serious Janie.9


Janie’s marriage to Ivor took place almost on the rebound. Ivor was a soldier and extremely good-looking, but he was never to have Graham’s success in life. After the war, he became an engineer for the Post Office, obsessed with inventing gadgets which were always going to make his fortune but never did. The marriage was disconnected and unhappy. Ivor grew profoundly jealous of Janie’s musical brilliance and independence, and spoke of her with spiteful disparagement in front of other people. A tangential gleam of the situation between husband and wife appears in Anthony’s description of the archetypal family weekend at Ham Frith:





Week-ends in our family have always been rather stylised affairs, with the same people being punctually unpunctual for the same things.


Aunt Jane and Uncle Ivor always came out on Saturday after lunch. They had hardly missed a weekend for twenty years. For twenty years Ivor had come in and said that Jane had ruined his afternoon by not being ready at the proper time. For twenty years Ivor had driven out from town like the fire brigade to get to his golf, and then when he got there, wasted half an hour playing games with the cat, the dog or the parrot. Different cats, different dogs, different parrots, but the same games.





This ordered way of life was on the verge of coming to an end. Not only were Anthony and Geoffrey about to be conscripted, but Janie was shortly to volunteer for war service with the Entertainments National Service Association (ENSA). Her marriage with Ivor would end, and she would spend the next five years on the road. In May 1945, ENSA would take her to Holland just after the Liberation, where she would make the first on the spot enquiries in Brummen about the shooting.


Writing of this last old-style weekend at Ham Frith before everything changed forever, Anthony gently mocked his own pedestrian ways.





My week-end routine was always the same. Golf lesson Saturday morning, pictures in the afternoon, take the dog for a walk after dinner, get up late Sunday morning, play golf with our pro, Allan Dailey, after lunch.


The funny people I met up in London used to tell me I ought to get away for a change at week-ends, but I enjoyed things my way. And at home I got things my way. I enjoyed it far more than having a change spending too much money on too many drinks somewhere in the country.


I tell all this not only for personal advertisement but to indicate the rather pedestrianly routined sort of young man I was on entering the army.10





On this particular day, everything went off as it usually did. Ivor played for a while admiringly with the new kitten, Dietrich. Then he, Graham, and Graham’s friend Mr Townley, went off to the nearby golf club as they always had done on Saturday afternoons, seemingly since time immemorial. As Graham was leaving, Mintie said ‘Don’t you be late back from that club,’ knowing perfectly well that he would be. Anthony lit his Saturday afternoon cigar and settled down in a chair by the fire; Geoffrey played dance music on the gramophone. Time flew gently. At 4.00pm the two brothers, their mother and aunt had a cup of tea, and then drove to the pictures at Ilford as they had done for years on Saturday afternoons. Anthony found it sad to be doing it for the last time.


The picture ended at about 8.00pm. They emerged into a blacked-out night, lit only by the intermittent flaring glares where men were working on the tube railway extension.





Father and Ivor were home before us. We had a couple of drinks and then sat down to dinner. It was the last beef-steak pie before meat rationing. I went down to the cellar and got our Saturday night bottle of red wine.


We had our invariable argument about sex, about local personalities, and about how to run a house.11





The argument, though heated, would not have been a serious one. The family were very close, and their tenderness for one another was expressed in their various pet-names. Mintie’s Christian name was Millicent, but to Janie she was always Mintie whilst Janie to her was always Judy. Anthony was called ‘The Count’ when Mintie and Geoffrey discussed him, whereas when Mintie and Anthony discussed Geoffrey he was always ‘Our Young Friend’. On an everyday basis, Anthony was ‘Tone’ and Geoffrey was ‘Shubbs’. This latter name came from the first time that Anthony, then three years old, had seen his tiny infant brother, and with his incredible precocious intelligence had pronounced, ‘I name this little thing Shubbles’.


Anthony did not break his silence about the call-up letter either during the evening meal or in the various quiet middle-class amusements of the following day. After years of the rigours of public school, he was too fine an actor to betray his personal secrets and no one in his close family guessed a thing.


For six years Anthony had attended King’s School, Rochester, as a scholarship boarder. The school had been his own choice, not that of his parents, and it was he who had arranged the scholarship, worked for it, and won it. A hugely prestigious and ancient institution, King’s School had taught him the accent and manners which could only come from such a privileged education. It had also, however, taught him the darker arts, in particular how to tell barefaced lies without the slightest feeling of shame. Like many of his contemporaries, Anthony was about to discover that public school had been an excellent preparation for army life. As a conscript, he would comment that there could be ‘no less ardent old school boy than I’ whilst acknowledging how well he had been taught: ‘From the point of view of personal happiness give me the Army every time, but if you have been to [a public school] the Army discipline and atmosphere comes quite naturally.’12


The weekend routine at Ham Frith always concluded with Anthony packing his suitcase late on Sunday night for the return to London by train on Monday morning. On the last night that he slept in his old bedroom before going into the Army, he sat down upon the bed and in his usual hyper-observant way recorded the following:





It was like the last night of the holidays. Only the tuckbox was missing. For the room was still essentially a schoolboy’s. The Wonder Book of Why and What and the bound volumes of the Model Railway Magazine were still on the shelves. There were none of the appurtenances of young manhood. No pipe-rack, no tobacco jar, no photographs of young women. The brown Jaegar dressing-gown on the door was still marked A Cotterell, School House. Time had marked time.


By breakfast time my Sidney Carton complex was at boiling point. I was bathed in self-satisfaction; bidding silent farewells to everything in sight, even the lavatory.


Mother was up in the bathroom rummaging with the laundry when I said my usual good-bye. She looked up a minute. ‘Oh, good-bye darling. Take care of yourself. I worry, you know.’13





Still pretending that everything was normal, he kissed her goodbye affectionately and left to catch the train to London.
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FLEET STREET JOURNALIST


On arrival in London, Anthony headed for the Express offices in Fleet Street, in the heart of the press district. Number 121-128 Fleet Street had been specially built for the Express in the early 1930s. Designed in the ultra-fashionable Art Deco style, it reflected the newspaper’s ethos of being bright, young, dynamic, and risk-taking. The exterior was covered with black Vitrolite and clear glass interspersed with chromium strips, but it was the interior which was the most remarkable, in particular the magnificently exuberant entrance hall. Mythical figures representing industry looked out over an expanse of marble and gilt, whilst from the opulent ceiling with its shining zigzag cornice there hung an immense silvered lantern. There was a Moorish influence, all mixed up with a lot of other flummery, and the whole dominated by Epstein’s head of the proprietor, Lord Beaverbrook.


Writing of his last Monday there, when he knew that he might be leaving the place for ever, Anthony gave his own, very characteristic description of it:





Downstairs in the musical comedy entrance hall I gazed pensively for a moment at Epstein’s head of Lord Beaverbrook. I never pass it without recalling the story told of little Maude Mason, the schoolgirl whose patriotic essay was mentioned in the House of Commons. With commendable public spirit the Daily Express took Maude to Parliament so that we, the people, might know what she thought about it. They brought her back to the office to be interviewed, and while going upstairs she is supposed to have leaned over the banisters and been sick on Lord Beaverbrook’s head.14





Anthony went upstairs to where he worked in a corner of the second floor. It was around 11.00am, an early hour for a London journalist to be at work, and not all his colleagues had yet arrived. There was a review copy of a book about career choice on his desk, one problem, as he observed to himself sardonically, that he did not have.


Anthony’s desk was near that of the cartoonist, Osbert Lancaster, who had recently quipped that Anthony’s departure for the Army would ‘inevitably be tinged with farce’ and that the only tears, apart from Anthony’s, would be ‘caused by laughter’.15 Other staff such as Miss Coe (who would kindly write to Anthony at conscript camp to give him all the latest office gossip) had been somewhat more sympathetic, but the Daily Express workplace culture was so vivid, cruel and worldly that it tended to drown out the quieter, kinder voices.


When Anthony had joined the staff in April 1936, the Daily Express was approaching its zenith as the most exciting and influential newspaper in Britain. Its owner, Lord Beaverbrook, dominated both the newspaper and political worlds. A close friend of Winston Churchill, his genius for organisation, motivation, and publicity would lead to him being created Minister of Aircraft Production in the summer of 1940, a position which he would make a huge success of. A political intriguer and master propagandist, Beaverbrook had acquired the Daily Express in 1916 when it was in serious financial difficulty. He had utterly transformed it. By 1937 the paper had a staggering daily circulation of 2,329,000. In October 1938, sales topped two and a half million for the first time.16 It was the perfect milieu for an ambitious, hard-working youngster like Anthony.


Before he had been taken on the staff, Anthony had worked for some months in the newspaper’s library as a general dogsbody, soaking up the ethos of the place. He had also contributed to the paper on a freelance basis, providing fodder for the gossip columns and imitating the style of ‘William Hickey’, the column written by one of the paper’s star journalists, Tom Driberg. Anthony’s anonymous contributions had become so numerous that he was soon earning around £1,000 a year, a colossal sum for a young journalist who was just starting out. The newspaper cut its expenses in half when it gave him a permanent job on a reporter’s salary.


As a new conscript, Anthony wrote – in a very temporary mood of intellectual abasement – that he enjoyed cleaning the windows of his army hut because it was ‘wonderful not having to think of anything original’. But far more characteristic was his intense love of and involvement in the whole business of words and ideas. He also loved the lifestyle that money brought, which was much drinking and eating out with friends and family, and weekly visits to the theatre or cinema. At a time when a new conscript’s wages (if he was a single man) were a mere 10s a week after deductions, Anthony would take a colossal drop in salary through being conscripted into the Army.17


Anthony had enjoyed himself on the Daily Express and had had a very good time – ‘All sorts of jobs: some fascinating, mostly interesting, and plenty daft’. One characteristic assignment was being sent to Great Tey in Essex to ask every man and woman in the village ten questions on their political convictions. Never one to neglect a skill acquired by much hard work, Anthony would later conduct similar vox populi surveys in the Army. Other memorable journalistic feats included ‘spending a week in London with the Average Man; spending two weeks with the Typical British girl (spending being the operative word), and ten days with Britain’s Happiest Married Couple’. Then there was the week in Ashton-under-Lyne, Beaverbrook’s old parliamentary constituency. Once again Anthony was conducting a survey:





A miniature social survey, comparing moral, mental and physical conditions in 1913 and 1938. This was not for publication but for Lord Beaverbrook’s private reading […] With my expenses for cars and hotel, and salary it must have cost about £50. It couldn’t have taken him more than ten minutes to read. How the rich live.18





The Daily Express employed many of Britain’s top journalists, including Paul Holt and John Rayner. Holt was famous for the acidity of his pen. The Daily Express’s editor, Arthur Christiansen, would describe Holt as ‘a £2000 a year hornet-of-a-journalist, whose sting was lethal, even in that era which was pretty tough and hard-hitting’.19 Rayner was raffish and elegant, a man of the world, who though married had affairs with delectable actresses like Vera Zorina, the star of the 1938 film The Goldwyn Follies and the 1939 film of the musical ‘On Your Toes’.


As a 19-year-old cub reporter, Anthony greatly admired Rayner, and his influence may perhaps be seen in the studio photograph of Anthony taken in 1936, the year that he joined the Daily Express staff. Beautifully lit like a film noir scene, the image shows Anthony with the collar of his overcoat theatrically turned up, looking exactly like a film star.


Rayner and his type were part of a very glamorous world in which Anthony mixed for a while. There was a certain culture of sexual licence at the Daily Express, and Anthony, as an extremely good-looking youngster, undoubtedly came in for his share of it. Once or twice, Geoffrey joined him at the many glitzy parties to which Anthony was invited, at which ultra-sophisticated people like Noel Coward held court and set the style. Anthony loved dipping into this glittering, brilliant, febrile world, but when war broke out his contact with it became more peripheral. He was too intelligent, too hard-working, and too fond of home comforts to be star-struck. Yet for a while it must all have seemed incredibly seductive.


Since the outbreak of war, various excesses on the Daily Express had been toned down. The paper, though still vibrant, was constricted by wartime regulations. Censorship had come in, together with paper rationing. The paper had dropped immediately from twenty-four pages to twelve, then to eight, then to six. By September 1940, it would be a mere four, which it remained for the rest of the war. Compression was vital, and prolixity the ultimate sin.20


On his last day in the Daily Express offices, Anthony looked over the article which he had been working on the previous week. It described his view of wartime journalism:





What is this newspaper?


It is a man running to a telephone in Amsterdam, bending over a tape machine in New York, sheltering from bombs in Helsinki, sending a cable from Shanghai, looking for a war in France.


Work. Speed. Movement. Action. These are the ingredients. So hurry. Quick. No time to spare. For in a few short avalanching hours today will be yesterday. And yesterday’s crop of headlines are as cold as yesterday’s mashed potatoes.21





After half-heartedly contemplating finishing the article, Anthony put it back in the drawer – ‘the subject of newspaper production in wartime didn’t have any point any more.’


By now it was 11.30am and people were beginning to arrive. He went to see the Features Editor to ask for a few days off as he was expecting to be called up very soon, but left out the vital point that actually he was going into the Army that Friday. Leave having been granted, he went back to his desk, picked up his hat, and glanced around the office one last time. Miss Coe was going through readers’ letters; Mr Gask was looking at the American papers for ideas; Lucy Milner was scanning a fashion drawing; John MacAdam was dictating to his secretary. ‘Well, well; just like old times,’ Anthony wrote as the epitaph to his dream job.22 And then, without fuss or farewells, he left the building, and walked back into the hubbub of Fleet Street.


His next act was to go to a barber. The Army required a butchery job, maximum hair length: one and a half inches. Anthony noted that there was ‘another candidate for military honours in the next chair’ who was practically in hysterics – ‘Oh dear, you’re not to take any more off. I won’t have it. I don’t care what they say. It’s indecent. I feel absolutely undressed.’23


The next three days were pleasant in a lugubrious sort of way. Anthony spent money lavishly, having a few drinks with everyone he knew, and re-visiting all his usual restaurants and bars. He had ‘some sentimental evenings which were all the more poignant because my companions didn’t know what I was being sentimental about’. On the last Thursday ‘before the end of the chapter’, he went to Scott’s at lunchtime to meet his brother, Geoffrey. By chance, Anthony’s closest friend on the Express, Harold Keeble, was also there, sitting a few tables away. Puckish in appearance and manner, Keeble was also witty, kind, honourable, and a brilliant journalist. He had just signed a contract with the Sunday Express which added £1,250 a year to his already extremely substantial salary. Anthony tried hard not to think about it.


Only a year or so earlier, he and Keeble had been collaborators on a mad project which they had dubbed ‘A School for Matrimony’. For five or six weeks they met two or three times a week for dinner at Kettner’s to talk over their grand plan. Their idea was for a correspondence course on proposal, engagement, wedding, reception, and matrimony. Each lesson was to be in a bulky cellophaned box containing a series of sealed envelopes and gadgets, the gadgets having nothing to do with sex as Anthony and Keeble had decided strictly against the physical in favour of the psychology of marriage. ‘There would be charts and graphs and lists of rules and quiet homely talks’, as Anthony described it in an undated private paper.24


It is difficult to say quite how seriously they took this hare-brained scheme, but it certainly appears that they expected to make a fortune out of it. Eventually it petered out, but, reluctant to waste the hours of work, Anthony turned it into a book called The Expert Way of Getting Married. Appearing in 1939, the book was a damp squib, a nothingness, its voice drowned out by the catastrophe which was by then engulfing Europe. Only a year after its publication, Anthony was describing it as ‘an odd little book’, which suggests that he was already disowning what must have come to seem a rather embarrassing creation.25 It is almost unreadable now except as a period piece. Awash with cod psychology, it is only redeemed by the occasional very funny quip, such as ‘Barbara Hutton’s wedding receptions have been successful. There are forty million reasons why. Each one a dollar.’26 Apart from the jokes, however, it is almost impossible to believe that the book was written by Anthony. It was a thoroughly unpromising beginning to his eventual total of seven books.


Anthony did not dwell long on the diametrically opposed prospects that he and Keeble were facing. Geoffrey had arrived, bringing Signe, Anthony’s Swedish girlfriend, a spectacularly beautiful fluffy blonde of the Marilyn Monroe type. Signe was a model, who had been the star of a very artistically posed and beautifully lit nude book by the well-known photographer, John Everard.27 Sweet-tempered and placid, Signe got on well with Anthony’s mother despite a froideur having being cast over their relationship by Mintie’s accidental discovery that Signe and Anthony were having sex in his tiny London flat. Born in the Victorian era, this was not something which Mintie could ever condone.


Anthony had initially been very much in love with Signe, but the relationship was to peter out once he was in the Army. He was not the romantic type, being very self-sufficient, and his driving ambition prevented him from wasting much time on girls. One of the barometers of his journalistic success was the number of letters he received each day. Each day would bring at least a handful, but his highest total was 409. Once he got twenty-nine proposals of marriage, but neither these nor Signe could tempt him to settle down.28 Something of his attitude to imprudent early marriages can be seen in an anecdote dated around November 1940:





I became very friendly with a young man who had just got married on what seemed to me a rather unsteady financial basis. I am all for love, but not on the kind of dole which most of us have to put up with in the Army. He had a considerable, if not original, intelligence […] If he worked hard and cultivated the appropriate people he would do very well a little later on. But, of course, like any young man of some spirit he wanted to eat the apples now. I lent him a book, Love in Our Time by Norman Collins, which described how a young man who got married on a modest income was gradually obliged to […] settle down to a very ordinary married life.29





Anthony, who could be something of a tease, added a trifle disingenuously, ‘I thought this young man would enjoy reading the book, but it frightened the life out of him; he accused me of trying to upset him’. Anthony had no intention of marrying in haste and repenting at leisure; he wanted to make a name and a fortune first.


As soon as Geoffrey saw Anthony at Scott’s, he noticed that his hair had been cut very short.


‘Are you for the jump?’


‘Yes, tomorrow.’30


For Geoffrey, too, the day of reckoning was looming. He would follow Anthony into the Army a month later, on 18 April. As always in their relationship, Anthony was taking the lead; once he was in the Army, he would send Geoffrey useful tips by letter on how to make life as a raw conscript more endurable.


That Thursday, anyone seeing Anthony and Geoffrey at the table at Scott’s would have known at once that they were brothers, even though Geoffrey was considerably taller and there was something a little shambolic about him which was totally missing in Anthony. Though Geoffrey took after their father whilst Anthony was more like Mintie, they had a strong facial resemblance, and an easy rapport and identical subversive sense of humour. No matter how long they had been apart, as soon as they met they instantly fell back into their old symbiotic ways.


They had always been very close. As children, Anthony had been the daring one and Geoffrey had trailed after him, sometimes terrified out of his wits but unwilling to be left out. It had always been Anthony who lit the fireworks on Guy Fawkes Night, or did anything which carried any hint of physical danger. Anthony protected and defended Geoffrey, and had done so all his life. Once, when Geoffrey was just learning how to write, Anthony, who cannot have been much more than seven years old himself, wrote carefully at the top of a blotched letter that Geoffrey had composed with much labour, ‘Excuse his scribble but he cannot help it’ and signed it with his initials, J.A.C.


For a long time Geoffrey had been quite literally in Anthony’s shadow, but in his teens he had suddenly shot up and now towered a good five inches over him. In his novel, Then a Soldier, Geoffrey gives a partial portrait of himself as Robert Halbrook.31 He has made Robert short and ‘almost very good-looking, after the style of a woman’s magazine advertisement’, as well as altering various traits of character, but there are a number of striking parallels. If asked what his job was, Robert, exactly like Geoffrey, tended to say that he was a journalist because this was much easier than trying to explain what he really did. Robert finally told a fellow conscript that he was not suited to journalism, ‘Too much work … Too much perseverance required.’ He then admitted the awful truth that he wrote pulp fiction, ‘romances with a capital R and plenty of slick action for factory girls to read. Five quid a time.’32 In real life Geoffrey worked very hard at writing pulp fiction, lurid stories which more often than not were rejected. It was a hard apprenticeship for his eventual career as a best-selling novelist.


Because Geoffrey loved and admired his brother greatly, he did not suffer from jealousy about Anthony’s successes and was perfectly happy to take advantage of them if the opportunity arose. One such episode had occurred four years earlier in 1936, whilst Geoffrey was in Berlin for several months, learning to speak German fluently. Anthony, who had just been given a permanent place on the Daily Express staff, sent him one of his new business cards. That June, Geoffrey conned his way into Hitler’s extravagant Olympic stadium, which was still being built, by flourishing Anthony’s business card. Its impressive appearance belied its flippant credentials, for it read:





April 1936





Mr Anthony Cotterell


This name makes news


Time marches ON





Daily Express


Fleet Street EC4     Phone Central 8000





It was also at this time that Geoffrey wrote a bogus letter to the Daily Express, purporting to come from five devoted readers, Englishmen living in Berlin. It gave a list of their favourite correspondents, beginning with Paul Holt and ending with Anthony Cotterell, and it ended with great correctness, ‘Thank you for your newspaper’. To complete this masterpiece, Geoffrey forged five different signatures. The Daily Express was completely taken in and the letter duly appeared in the paper. Mintie was in on the joke. When Anthony rang her up, and said ‘Have you seen the paper this morning? They’re rather pleased with it,’ she broke down in giggles and revealed the plot. On the other end of the phone, she heard Anthony collapse in laughter.


At the brothers’ last lunch together before Anthony went into the Army, they firmed up the details of another small practical joke. As soon as Anthony had an Army address and service number, Geoffrey was to go to Selfridges and get mourning cards printed with black borders. In the top right corner would be Anthony’s Army details, in the centre the words: ‘Anthony Cotterell – Not Lost but Gone Before’. The joke was barbed because so many of Anthony’s associates were also in danger of being called up. The cards would be sent out to a long list of contacts.


Some two weeks later, whilst at initial training camp, Anthony would open the Daily Express to find that Tom Driberg’s alter-ego, William Hickey, had given him a paragraph about the mourning cards. Anthony was very pleased. The certainty that he had not been forgotten greatly cheered him up, and he recorded in his diary mockingly, ‘What an amusing fellow I am’.33


After lunch with Geoffrey and Signe, Anthony went shopping for three absolute essentials: a brandy flask, its contents, and a thermometer. The latter was because he was prone to catching every passing infection and liked to monitor the incubation of his illnesses. Thus suitably equipped for life in the Army, he went back to his tiny flat in Russell Court, Bloomsbury. The flat was for little more than sleeping in from Monday to Friday, or for the occasional visit of Signe. Anthony kept the hours of a Daily Express journalist, getting up at 9 or 10.00am and going to bed around 1.00am. He ate out most of the time and was not remotely domesticated. He had a charlady, Mrs Weller, who was supposed to keep the place clean but did not. She was a very quick worker: ‘In and out, up and down, you couldn’t expect her to catch everything.’ There was one particular ledge he always meant to tell her about, which had remained undusted since his arrival in late 1937 and remained resolutely undusted when he left.34


Anthony was not a practical person with his hands and one of his basic dictums was ‘In small things […] act or rather inact on the principle that if you do nothing other people do it for you’. His casual standards of tidiness and cleanliness would be blasted by the obsessively meticulous sergeants and senior officers he was shortly to come across in the Army. Commenting on the assiduity with which he, as a conscript, now polished his boots, he wrote of his methods of boot-cleaning in his former life, ‘I used to put them on and clean them on the opposite trouser leg, and get the trousers cleaned instead.’35


The flat was so small that he found it difficult to make the quintessential drama out of clearing it up.





I thought this was the proper thing to do. People always talk about clearing up things before going away. But perhaps I was living a very simple life, for really there didn’t seem to be anything much to clear up. Or nothing that couldn’t wait.36





The day was drawing to a close. He rang Mintie with his pre-prepared lie about going to Brighton. Then he played dance records and had a few drinks. He paid one or two calls and went to bed at 2.00am. His life as a Fleet Street journalist was over.
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CONSCRIPT LIFE


After very little sleep, Anthony got up early in order to reach Waterloo Station for the 8.30am train. During his time in the Army, he would often write about the appalling hours of rising and the unsatisfactory nature of the sleeping arrangements. The Army never cured him of his preference for sleeping late in a comfortable bed. In Normandy after D-Day, he would jot down a hilarious grumble about the discomforts of sleeping in a war zone. But for now his problems were far more prosaic. He washed, dressed, skipped breakfast, and set off for the station on the other side of London, trying to meet the first deadline of his new life.


In the diary which eventually become What! No Morning Tea? he would entitle this first day ‘Friday: Off the Deep End’. His intention was to keep daily notes, and for this he had bought a tiny ringed binder with punched paper sheets which would exactly fit the leg pocket of his Army trousers (the type of notebook he would use throughout his Army career). The one bright spot, as he saw it, in his forcible induction into the Army, was that he was in the first group to be called up under the National Service Act. As a friend and colleague would later observe, this gave Anthony a great deal of satisfaction: ‘the Government was giving him the chance to cover at first hand an event of the greatest interest to the public, and this he was prepared to exploit to the full.’37


At Waterloo station, whilst waiting for the train to arrive, he observed the many young men who were clearly in the same situation that he was. They carried small suitcases and had an air of nervous tension, bravely concealed. There was no one there to wave him goodbye, but he silently watched other people’s leave-takings. The parting of one family – father, mother, sister and brother – moved him perhaps more than he wished. He noted in his diary ‘the death-house intensity of the mother’s last-minute kiss’ as she reluctantly parted with her adored son.


On the train he ate a plum, a pear and an apple for breakfast, but did not touch his full brandy flask, mainly because he did not feel like drinking but also because of the complications of etiquette – should he share it round or keep it to himself? He felt ‘melancholy rather than miserable; but not much of either: and surprisingly no physical excitement’. The last phrase referred obliquely to the tingling nerves and digestive disorders which always affected him at dramatic moments in his life.


After a four hour trip, the train arrived at Dorchester. Anthony wrote:





About 200 got out of the train. We were led off by an N.C.O., shambling down a subway like convicts, and watched by other passengers with the same fascinated horror that people watch convicts.38





After ten minutes march, they arrived at the barracks. The rest of the day would be taken up with the minutiae of registration and kitting out. Anthony recorded everything: from the type of huts and how many men lived in them (wooden barracks huts, twenty-four occupants); to what you drew from the stores (four blankets, a large china mug, a knife, a fork and a spoon). He also noted the new clothes that he was given, especially the enormous heavy boots which would shortly cause him serious trouble, operating on his shins ‘like a nutmeg grater’. A less painful sartorial addition was the side cap, but this too brought problems:





You walk like a juggler, every minute afraid it will fall off. It takes weeks to get the knack of wearing it at the proper angle: you have to ‘walk beside it’.39





His first Army meal was endured – stewed meat, potatoes, beans, and bread passed down the table from hand to hand, followed by a pudding of stewed apples in gelatinous custard. Anthony, who was fond of eating well, wrote that in the face of this dramatic change of life, normal critical standards were ‘almost completely suspended’, a philosophical take on Army grub which would not last for very long. For tea they had bread, butter and a hunk of fish, ‘no decadent dickering about with plates however’. Anthony ate his squashed up into a monster sandwich, already resolving to eat out as much as possible.


Having made up their beds, the men were allowed to do what they wanted for the rest of the day though they had to be back at the hut by 11.15pm, one hour after lights out. Beginning a pattern which would endure throughout his Army career, Anthony left the camp and went off to look for civilisation elsewhere. On this first night, somewhat unambitiously, he went to the local YMCA. The two women helpers were inept at the job. Anthony wrote in his diary, ‘They would have been more at home in a cathedral-shadowed tea-shoppe. But then so would I.’40


That night he slept well despite the hardness of the bed and the lack of sheets. He woke once or twice:





The snoring was something awful, and one or two were talking in their sleep. ‘It’s raining, it’s raining,’ one of them said. Fortunately these manifestations died down after the first few nervous nights.41





Reveillé the following morning was at 6.30am. The first full day in the Army had arrived with its sense of being a new boy, of being gauche and inept and not knowing the ropes. After breakfast, Anthony and his fellow conscripts were marched to the barrack square to watch men who had been in training at the camp for four weeks, and found them most impressive. Their sergeant told them they wouldn’t think anything of it in a month or two, and marched them off to draw their rifles. They were also given their Army numbers, and heard all the regulations which were to govern their lives from then on.





‘It’ll take a long time, so you may as well make up your mind to it,’ the Company Commander said. It took him fifty-seven minutes dead. In that time he told us the penalties for every crime from rape to treason, from cowardice to cruelty to animals.42





Once again the authorities were generous with free time, and after lunch on the Saturday all were released for the rest of the day. Anthony headed into Dorchester. At one point depression nearly overwhelmed him.





People are very kind to soldiers. In a way their sympathy is the most depressing thing of all. I went into a grocer’s and asked what would be a good thing to buy for a snack over the weekend. He sent me to buy a loaf and made me a whole lot of sandwiches, throwing the butter in for free. I am not sure I altogether like the idea that because you are a soldier you must be down and out; still, it was a nice gesture. […]


I came back and sat on my bed, writing this. I felt rather low. I could have rung home, but I thought that would only make me lower […] I knew that a drink would cheer me up, but I was too melancholy to get it. The only other man left in the hut didn’t drink. Finally I went off by myself, practising salutes along the lane into the town.43





He went to a pub, had a double whisky, then on to the Soldiers’ Institute for some sausages, mash and cocoa, then back to the pub for another double whisky. Later he noted in his diary: ‘It cheered me up. But everything that cheered me up cost money. I spent about 10s during the afternoon, an expenditure about as much out of the average conscript’s reach as polo.’44


Despite his elitist education and four years’ immersion in the bright, intolerant office culture of the Daily Express, Anthony had retained a natural sensitivity to other people’s troubles. His observations on the financial plight of the average conscript would always be kindly, if somewhat tinged with horror. Soon he would observe his fellow conscripts becoming ever more strapped for cash. The parcels and postal orders sent by friends and relatives dwindled as the novelty of the loved one being in the Army wore off. Faced with the reality of living on 10s a week, most of the men spent their spare evenings in the hut because it was no fun walking the streets with no money in their pockets. If the military day ended early, this only meant more empty hours to kill, constantly asking what the time was and deploring how early it always seemed to be.


The conscripts’ biggest single expenditure was on cigarettes, taking precedence even over drinking, not a choice which Anthony would ever be faced with. Drink helped him forget his troubles for a while, but a major part of the attraction was that pubs, hotels and restaurants gave him a temporary respite from military life. It was only rarely that he found his butchered haircut and standard-issue uniform made a difference to how restaurant staff treated him. However, one such incident, which made him absolutely livid, occurred during his very first week in the Army. He had gone for lunch at the Royal Hotel in a nearby seaside town, and the head waiter made a great performance about fitting him into the empty restaurant.





I sat there fuming. My God, you give up everything to risk your life. And that’s the gratitude. Last week it would have been ‘Yes, sir’ and ‘Oh, sir’ and ‘Are they looking after you, sir?’


I approached the head waiter on the way out. I was heavily sarcastic. ‘Not quite so many as you were expecting, eh?’ I said.


He smirked.


‘I got the impression you were excluding me as a matter of policy,’ I said.


‘Oh no, sir,’ he said.


‘Well, I was rather interested because I am writing a book on my experiences as a soldier, and I am always delighted to find an opportunity of giving a place unfavourable publicity.’


He gabbled excuses. I left feeling that I had struck a blow for democracy. Not much of a blow. But a blow.45





In these first few weeks in the Army, he was very sensitive to how civilians perceived him, noting amongst other things the look of horror on some workmen’s faces when they saw the simulated savagery of bayonet practice. The sergeant was screaming at the conscripts, ‘Go on, kill him, he’s after your guts,’ whilst Anthony and his fellows were supposed to utter ‘orgasmically murderous screams’ as they plunged the bayonet into the sack. Most of the conscripts, Anthony wrote, sounded hurt rather than hurting as they uttered their embarrassed cry of blood-lust, but all the same the workmen’s reactions were very disconcerting.


On Sunday, 17 March, Anthony wrote his letter home, finally confessing to his mother and father where he was.46 Handwritten in scrawled pencil on ruled notebook paper, the letter is rambling but rather touching because it is so unpremeditated.





DORCHESTER





Dear Mother and Father


This is a mad sort of letter. I don’t quite know how to start.


But the point is this. That I am in the Army now. I came here on Friday by the 8.30am train and here I stay for eight weeks. After that, if I am reasonably lucky, I go somewhere else to train for a commission. This is apparently a regular routine, and incidentally there seems no reason why it shouldn’t work in the case of Shubbles [Geoffrey] especially if he reads the manual of Elementary Drill (All Arms) HM Stationery Office.


The reason I didn’t tell you I was going beforehand is simply that I thought it would save a lot of lumps in the throat on both sides if I didn’t.


I had the letter on the previous Saturday, and decided that to publish it would only spoil the weekend.


I told no one at the office and that was much more satisfactory too.


It was undoubtedly one of the most dignified and romantic exits.


And now let me tell you what has happened so far.


Arrived Friday about 12.30. About a hundred others. Atmosphere democratic to a fault. Medically examined and shown to huts. These are centrally heated. The beds have hard mattresses and under-sized cylindrical pillows. You get four blankets which you can use as you will. Personally I slept well though some I believe did not.


I have a corner bed. (When you are led to the huts, Shubbles, get in front of the herd so you can get one too.) We were fitted up with battle dress and boots, also long pants, shirts, pullover, braces, socks.


We had to put these on immediately. The worst thing was not the boots but the cap; it seemed quite impossible that it would ever stay on.


We were free at 5.30, allowed to go anywhere until 11.15pm. […]


Incidentally the food is absurd. I have read many complaints that the Army cooks ruin good food. To my mind it is the Army food that ruins the cooks.


Added to which there isn’t enough of it.


Fortunately there are plenty of places to eat out in Dorchester. I am writing this at the place where I had lunch. A good lunch, the bill for two with half a bottle of wine being about ten shillings.


Ten shillings being easily one week’s pay. (The other 4s are saved for you presumably to provide for the purchase of a wreath.)


It is essential that Shubbles should have at least 25s a week above Army pay. It makes all the difference in the world to be able to go and sit somewhere comfortable. […]


You get a weekend leave after three weeks. What arrangements do I have to make with Barclays Bank? Will you send me £3 to arrive about the weekend?


By the way I am now Private 5729633, that’s me, Private 5729633. […]


Did I say we had hot water to wash in? You can wear pyjamas but for my part I find it quicker to sleep in shirt and pants.


There are shower baths but you soon lose interest in non-essentials.


Fortunately the pictures are open on Sundays. There are two cinemas, one modern.





So there we are eh?


Yrs


Private 5729633





P.S. Send six handkerchiefs





Later Monday. We had elementary Arms Drill this morning and very strenuous P.T. this afternoon. I have just had a bath at the hotel here.





Anthony’s usual brotherly care for Shubbles – Geoffrey – is very apparent in the letter. His thoughtfulness extended to remembering that Geoffrey had no savings and would need subsidising by his parents if he was to have any chance of a civilised conscript life.


The letter also shows how firmly Anthony was already set on the course of escaping as often as possible from military life. Going off to a hotel, even if only to pay a shilling to take a bath, would become a fixed habit. Until he began his second literary career as a commentator on Army affairs, he would finance these life-saving indulgences out of savings from his first literary career as a journalist. In 1944, he would define his principle of thrift up until March 1940 as having been ‘to save enough money to enable me to live for a year at exactly the same standard as I was living at the point when fired, maimed or conscripted.’47


Anthony would write home very frequently in his first weeks as a soldier. One undated note simply reads, ‘Dear Ma: just a line to say I love you. P.S. I have just been vaccinated.’ He wanted to reassure his mother that he was all right, but at the same time, for his own sake, he very much needed to keep up the contact with home.


He used his memories of boarding school to help with adaptation to army life. On the occasion in which the conscripts had to rehearse for the correct procedure on pay day, he wrote:





One by one we marched down the hut, halted, turned right, saluted, held up the left hand for the imaginary money, saluted again, turned left and marched on. I think I was the most successful performer. Simply, of course, because of the unhappy afternoons I spent at school. But whereas at school I was the sniggerer at the back, here I was the zealot out in front.48





The real payday would come later that week, and was held – of all places – in the lavatory.


Anthony had been out of school for six years now, but the memories were still resonating. Getting in after lights out one night and finding two letters on his bed, he got under the blankets and read them by torchlight, commenting sardonically in his diary afterwards, ‘Greyfriars days’. Greyfriars was the famous fictional school of Billy Bunter.49


Schoolboy humour was often the best way of keeping up one’s morale. Anthony, whose extremely youthful and innocent-looking face was the perfect mask, possessed a consummate genius for ridicule. His saluting technique having come to perfection, one night he followed a young subaltern (a very junior officer) about Dorchester, saluting him every five yards to make him salute back. Anthony recorded without the slightest shame, ‘He didn’t know where to look. Simple pleasures are the essence of army life.’50


The physical regime was strenuous in the extreme. Anthony hated physical games, ‘especially those with a tendency to physical injury’. Football he described as ‘a little too bustling for my tastes’. As for the PT instructors, they were a breed apart, ‘muscles rippling with sheer self-satisfaction’. One of these men asked Anthony what he had done before joining the Army. ‘“Journalist, sir,” I said brightly. “Mn,” he said as if that explained everything.’


Later in the day, the man added insult to injury by telling Anthony, ‘I thought you were a clerk with self-indulgent tastes’ and declaring that being in the Army would do him all the good in the world. Anthony, who had not lost his fire, at once retorted: ‘No doubt. But I shall revert to the same life I lived before the war immediately if and when I leave the Army. So what will be the good?’51


Nonetheless, being a scrupulously accurate observer, he noted after a few days that his conscript group were looking better in every way. They were fitter, stronger, more confident and alert; their posture had improved immensely, and they were marching instead of slouching. He also discovered a strange and unexpected benefit to physical fitness – you could drink an enormous amount without getting a hangover.


Adaptation to the Army and to the relentlessly communal life continued apace. He was now living with people who were for the most part very uneducated and not very bright. Writing without malice (though often with barely concealed exasperation), Anthony collected many instances of stupidity, some large, some small, like a man asking if aloof was spelled o-l-o-f-f. Loud inane conversations, mouth organs, ukuleles, banjos, accordions, and communal singing all make their appearance in his diary; at times the racket was such that it was very hard to concentrate on his writing. Everyone swore a great deal: ‘Just one word. I don’t quite know how not to say it. It starts with the sixth letter of the alphabet.’52 Anthony added that the non-stop use of the adjective slowed down conversation. But for the most part there was an atmosphere of live and let live, a forbearance bred of common misfortune. No one seems to have minded Anthony ‘scribbling’ all the time; no one came and peered over his shoulder and asked ‘fool questions’. The notebook in his trouser leg was not commented upon either.


In the hut there were four married men, and seven who were engaged. Anthony noted that married men had a contempt for the sexually inexperienced. As the novelty of army life wore off, talk about sex and romance was increasing. Married men yearned for their wives, and the unmarried men for the girls back at home who had the considerable mystique of distance. The local girls were sometimes deemed too forthcoming and not respectable enough. Anthony thought this point of view ridiculous; his own opinion was that the majority of the local girls were ‘respectable to the point of perversion’.


Though he sometimes found his hut mates irritating, knowledge of their common plight helped to make things bearable: ‘It is strange to be in contact with men who one and all have had their lives ripped to pieces. Strange how little they complain.’53 Anthony did not complain either. Nor would his family have liked it if he did. One of the letters which Anthony had read under the bedclothes by torchlight was from his favourite uncle, Mintie’s brother Alec Crews, whose family nickname was ‘Meggs’. Meggs had been in the Army in the First World War and had recently volunteered for this one. His letter, which arrived on 10 April, thanked Anthony for the mourning card he had sent – ‘this is the first communication I have ever had from you’ – and continued: ‘What a game. So they roped you in at last. Well it’s no good belching against thunder. So let’s get on with it and hope for the best.’54


‘Letters from home mourn me for dead,’ Anthony wrote, referring to his family’s initial response to his letter announcing that he was in the Army. But they adapted quickly, and by his second week he was writing facetiously. ‘I have just rung up home. It was disappointingly matter-of-fact. None of the heart-wrung atmosphere one had been taught to expect.’


He would, however, be absolutely delighted when his family shortly started to visit him. The Army would never cure Anthony of hankering after his old, comfortable and happy way of life, though once Anthony had cured the Army of expecting him to be a conventional soldier, he did discover many ways of making the loss more tolerable.




4


THE ANTELOPE AND OTHER UNMILITARY ACTIVITIES


On Friday 29 March, Geoffrey came down to visit Anthony for the first time. It was two weeks since he had seen his brother, and, as Anthony reported, ‘he could not get over how much better I looked’. Anthony asked Geoffrey to note down the changes he saw in him, and Geoffrey wrote the following piece:





I had last seen Anthony at the cab rank just outside the BBC where we said good-bye. He was negligently dressed in a pale green light overcoat, a brown trilby and an indeterminate though well-cut suit. His complexion was the kind of weak ivory of a journalist in work. He was smoking a cigarette and getting into a taxi.


A fortnight later I whistled outside the door of a hotel bathroom, and it was opened – somewhat suspiciously – by Private 5729633. He was not a precious sight. He was preparing to get into a bath, hardly seeable for steam, and he was half dressed in khaki trousers, a thick sweater and boots, very big boots.


I said half dressed, but seven eighths was about the right figure. He took off rolls of thick underwear, both his own (rather discoloured) and His Majesty’s, one after another until at last all was off, an impressive pile in the corner. Then I saw his face was very red, like a farmer’s boy. I thought it was the heat of the steam. But when he had put all the layers on again I realised that this was Anthony’s new complexion.


He was chatting happily, he had had a big day, they had made him the corporal’s deputy. Looking at him carefully, at the short ruffled haircut, at the boots, the unattended, if clean hands and the new complexion – above all, the new complexion, I was suddenly reminded of a photograph of him in his last year at school. It was quite astonishing. He was exactly like it. Yes, he looked as if he had lost five or six years, and he didn’t seem to mind very much.55





Anthony had just been made acting NCO for his hut. This was not such an exalted honour as it seemed at first – Anthony would later discover that six men were picked from each platoon for training as NCOs and tried out in turn. However, it was a start. Anthony was determined to become an officer. Officers had ‘a sort of film star status’, they lived in a realm high above that of the common soldier, and Anthony was most keen to impress the authorities that he was officer material.


Geoffrey was staying in Anthony’s usual Dorchester haunt, The Antelope, an old coaching inn with a handsome bow-windowed facade. After enjoying Friday evening together, the brothers arranged to meet again there the following day for lunch. On Saturday morning, therefore, Anthony had to charm the corporal in charge into letting him off potato-peeling duty, and, having done this in his most winning manner, ‘slimed off’.





A good lunch, preceded by a small incident. I was leaning on the bar talking to Geoffrey about my experiences as an NCO and as I said: ‘So I said firmly …’ the landlady burst out laughing. ‘Why YOU couldn’t ever be firm,’ she said.56





After lunch, Anthony dozed in the lounge until tea time while Geoffrey read what his brother had so far written about conscript life. When Anthony awoke, he returned the favour by reading one of Geoffrey’s stories in the Daily Mail. They went to the pictures, had dinner, and Anthony returned early to the barracks at 10.00pm, ‘my idea being to attend to lights out. I didn’t want to be absent from any function so soon.’


As acting NCO, Anthony would become something of a martinet, though very willing to ridicule himself privately for this. He was such a rara avis that the majority of his hut mates seem to have accepted his despotism with something like a tinge of semi-affectionate pride. Anthony’s intellectual calibre was so dazzling that when he turned it on at full power, there was nothing someone less literate and articulate could do except subside into deflated silence. Anthony described in detail one particular challenge to his authority:





One or two people started singing and beating time on the iron bedsteads. It developed into a crescendo.


‘Shut up,’ I shouted.


They did. Except the footballer, who went on tapping mildly.


‘I told you to stop that,’ I said.


One or two then complained that there was nothing to stop them singing or tapping.


I said, ‘I suppose I shall have to make a test case to get some response to my orders. I don’t want to victimise you, but I shall have to.’


‘But you can’t stop me tapping me foot.’


‘The question is that you are making a challenge to my authority. I am telling you to stop doing something which I prohibited because people were doing it too much.’


A voice: ‘Ask the sergeant if we bain’t allowed to tap our feet.’


‘Ask him by all means, But I think you will find that he and the rest of the hierarchy will support me.’


There was a silence.


Someone said, ‘Go on, sing, boys,’ but no one did.


There were murmurings of ‘He knows no more’n us,’ and ‘Are we a lot of kids?’


I stood up and pacing nervously up and down, said,


‘In deference to the exquisitely witty Mr Stockley and others, I should like to make it clear that I am not trying to stop you singing, playing musical instruments or otherwise making fools of yourselves. I merely prohibited a man from doing something other people had been doing too much.’


This was a complete success. There was dead silence for more than a minute broken by an admiring, ‘Hasn’t he got a big mouth?’57





A couple of days after this – and sundry other altercations with the ‘tough guy funny men’ who were trying to bully their weaker fellows into mutiny – the platoon went trench-digging. Anthony’s enemies were infinitely better at this than he was:





They knew how to dig trenches and I didn’t. But after shouting ‘Get on with it, Cotterell. Bend thee back. Get down to it, man’ etc, for some minutes, they started helping me. Telling me how not to waste my strength taking unnecessary swings with the pick and so on. Extraordinary after the black hatred their faces had registered when I ordered them about.58





Anthony discovered that he had been given a nickname, Lord Haw-Haw, a reference to his posh public school accent and manners rather than a slur on his patriotic character. Lord Haw-Haw was the nickname of the Anglo-Irishman William Joyce, who was becoming infamous for his radio propaganda broadcasts on behalf of Goebbels’ Propaganda Ministry.


Though he did his best to muck in, Anthony would always remain apart from his fellow conscripts; there was something exotic about him that they clearly recognised. As did Anthony himself, commenting with typical self-mockery, ‘compared to most people, I am a wilting hothouse plant’.


In the fourth week of Anthony’s training, the war, which had been jogging along quietly for seven months, suddenly took an extreme turn for the worse. On Tuesday 9th April, Anthony wrote in his diary:





Rumours all day about the Germans invading Holland, Denmark and Norway. But hardly the slightest interest [to be seen in his fellow soldiers]. The morning papers had nothing and there aren’t many radios.


But after lunch – just now – Padbury came running in to say that Hitler had gone into Denmark and Holland and was at war with Norway. The atmosphere electrified for several minutes.


Comments: ‘It won’t be long now.’


‘I’m going on the bottle tonight.’


‘No more Maginot now; it’ll be you or him.’


‘I don’t bloody well care.’


‘I’ll buy a paper tonight to have a look.’


But a few minutes later it had completely dropped out of the conversation. There were nineteen in the room; four were reading papers, three were writing letters, two were singing ‘I’ll pray for you,’ the rest were sleeping or cleaning their buttons.59





Eventually the news was confirmed that that it was only Norway and Denmark which had been attacked. It would be another month before Germany invaded Holland.


Despite the dire implications for them personally, none of Anthony’s fellow soldiers seemed particularly worried by the escalation of hostilities. Although British troops would soon be part of the desperate fighting in Norway, no one in the hut seemed anxious that they might form part of the force. This apathy and unconcern about affairs which directly affected them would be seen again on Friday 10 May, when the war entered its most dangerous period for Britain. On that particular day the real focus of attention was not on the dire situation across the Channel but on the local pub and the end of term party.


Anthony was glad to have a break from soldiering at the end of the fourth week. His mother Mintie came down on Thursday, having arranged to spend the weekend in Dorchester. She was staying at Anthony’s second home, The Antelope. On the Friday evening Anthony was sitting in the hotel lounge with her having a drink when, to his delighted surprise, in walked Geoffrey. He had sent Mintie a telegram only an hour or so earlier, ‘Coming to dinner because I am so hungry’. Geoffrey had just got his call-up papers – he was due at his camp in a week’s time.


That evening the three of them decided that they would all go to the cinema the following day as had always been their Saturday afternoon custom. Aunt Janie would be sadly missed, but otherwise things would be as they always had been.


After Saturday lunch at the Antelope, however, Anthony began to feel seriously unwell. The cinema outing went ahead, but by now he felt too ill to enjoy it. Once back at the hotel and feeling worse than ever, he decided to rest until late evening. He would then go back to the barracks to sleep, and come back the following day if he was feeling better.


All the emotional pressures which had been boiling inside him, all the stresses and tensions of his first four weeks in the army, could now, for a few hours, be completely forgotten. He wrote:





I flopped down on Geoffrey’s bed, fully dressed, boots and all. Mother covered me with the eiderdown, her fur coat, Geoffrey’s overcoat, and my greatcoat. She drew the curtains and tiptoed from the room.


It was release to relax. The urge to resist, the indignation, the sense of injustice faded. Fever and weakness swept over me like clouds round a mountain.





After a short sleep, he woke up perfectly relaxed. But his temperature had risen to 101.6 degrees. Hoping to get a doctor’s sanction to stay at the hotel, he and Geoffrey tried to contact a civilian doctor Anthony had met (and doubtless charmed) at the pub, then the head doctor at the barracks at his private house, but could get hold of neither. Mintie’s comment was that it was pretty naive of Anthony and Geoffrey to try to find a doctor on a Saturday night ‘with contract bridge still legal’.


Finally Mintie herself went up to the barracks. She was in her late forties but still very charming and attractive; it was obvious she would be a far better emissary than Geoffrey. The hardened NCOs at the barracks were secretly just as homesick as everyone else – they would be unable to resist such a sweet doting mother, who if necessary could come over all fluffy-headed to defuse any possible trouble for Anthony.


A soldier was now sent back to assess Anthony’s condition. The soldier, in a very kindly way, asked if Anthony could walk back to the barracks, leaning on him. Anthony said that he supposed that he could but that he did not want to unless it was absolutely necessary. The soldier then told him to stay where he was. That night Anthony slept beautifully in the luxurious silence and solitude of the hotel bedroom. To add to the elements of farce about this whole episode, a Royal Army Medical Corps doctor came up from the barracks in the middle of the night to inspect him but could not find the right room and so went away again.


In the morning, Mintie once again went up to the barracks to report on her son’s progress back to health. On her return to the hotel, she said that everyone had been charming – ‘Us don’t want to hurt y’lad,’ the honest warriors had beamed.


A doctor finally arrived, and having examined Anthony, and found not a great deal wrong with him, nonetheless told him to stay at the hotel until the following day and follow a diet of ‘slops, custards, dry toast, stale bread’. Mintie was slightly confused by the doctor’s civilian clothes, and asked:


‘But will it be all right with the Army?’


‘Well, madam, I am the Army.’


The rest of the day was splendid. His malaise producing a gently pleasant weakness, Anthony talked with his mother and brother, or read short stories and the comic strips from American Sunday papers. All the old blessings of his former life encircled him; it was the most delightful respite from military life.


The doctor reappeared on Monday, his visit being of the shortest duration; as Anthony wrote, ‘he practically met himself coming out’. He advised Anthony to potter about a bit at the hotel, stay the night, then go back to the barracks for sick parade at 9.00am on Tuesday. Anthony had another leisurely day, a bath, lunch in bed, took tea out, worked on his book until dinner, had a good dinner, and then another luxurious night. To add spice to it all, before supper he met a fellow writer in uniform, Alec Waugh, the brother of Evelyn Waugh, and at that time a well-known name. Anthony had a brandy with him and his fellow officer in The Antelope’s bar.


The blissful interlude could not last. On Tuesday Anthony was back in barracks, the prescription: tonic three times daily and attend sick parade for at least seven days, known as Attend B.


The whole episode led to a great deal of amusement at Anthony’s expense. The sergeant at sick parade could not resist poking fun; when ushering Anthony in to see the Medical Officer, he described him as ‘The man from the hotel, sir’, as if announcing a comic turn. A couple of weeks later, when Anthony was at sick parade again, the sergeant used the same phrase and ‘looked as if he expected me to sing and dance’.60


But ridicule meant nothing – the stay at The Antelope had been utterly delightful. On Wednesday 17 April, Anthony wrote home:





Dear Mother





Everything has worked out rather well. I saw the doctor again this morning. He put me on 10B for ‘at least a week’.61 This means doing nothing very much, so it will be a good opportunity to get on with my bit of typing. I can read up what I am missing in a book.


I met Alec Waugh in the hotel. He and his companion were full of surprise and admiration at the way I had managed to be allowed to stay at the hotel.


I am still a bit feeble, but I think I shall be perfectly well in a day or so.


So young Geoffrey is going off to war. You must be worried sick. We can only pray he returns safely, and that he doesn’t get run over.


Thank you for coming down mother. Thank you very much.





Yrs Anthony





The following day he wrote again, sympathising with Mintie for the loss of Geoffrey’s company:





Dear Mother





Here is a little letter to cheer you up in your bereavement. I am sorry there was no stamp on my last letter but I didn’t have time to get one without missing the post. I am still pretty debilitated, but I think I shall be alright after the weekend. The Sergeant is allowing me to sleep in his room during the afternoons.


He said to me yesterday, ‘You won’t be here much longer’, meaning the OCTU, but of course ‘not much longer’ means about two months.


At a conference yesterday the question was discussed of providing somewhere for soldiers to receive their parents.


‘Oi know,’ said the Sergeant Major, ‘Take ’em down The Antelope and go sick.’ Admirable publicity.





Oh well all the best, Mum.





P.S. Please send my cheque book.
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DEPRESSION


Only a week later, Anthony was ill again – but then so was just about everyone else in his hut. They had begun their TAB inoculations which were infamous for producing extreme reactions. In anticipation of this, they had all been placed off duty for 48 hours. Four hours after the injections, the hut was awash with what Anthony called ‘Crimean scenes’. He went to bed fully clothed, a policy he continued for the next two nights, commenting: ‘The simplification thus effected is enjoyable. If you leave dirt alone to accumulate it doesn’t bother you for some days.’


After two days, he was still very unwell. He reported sick and rather unofficially stayed in bed whilst the others in the hut went up for breakfast. ‘A very tall thin fellow had also reported sick. He looked as if it would have saved time to report dead straight off.’62


Gradually Anthony recovered, and by the Saturday of that week was applying for a Signallers course, lasting three months, on the grounds that it was ‘easier on the feet’. He still hoped for transfer to officer training but there was no sign that this would happen soon. In fact, he would have to wait for another two months.


The relentless communal living, and total lack of privacy and autonomy, sometimes came close to being unbearable. What Anthony found hardest was the unremitting pressure from NCOs and officers, who expected unquestioning obedience and absolute conformity to high military standards. He would write of this with typical cheerfulness, ‘You have to get used to having your appearance and arrangements scrutinised. They inspect everything. I have never been looked at so much in my life.’ Four years later, he would refine this description of a conscript’s life to: ‘You are inspected, expected and suspected every minute of the day’.63


Every so often there were small glimmers of hope about what he felt in his worst moments was a hopeless situation. He was prepared to exploit all possible opportunities to improve things regardless of how unpromising they might seem. On 2 May, he received a letter from Marie Stopes, the eminent campaigner for birth control and sexual health. He had never met her, though he had once interviewed her on the telephone and ‘she told me to marry without delay’. Marie Stopes wrote to Anthony that she was collecting ‘a few specially bad cases of square pegs in round holes so that I can go and stamp at high authority’. She said that he sounded like a pretty bad case; would he like her to raise his case, or would he prefer to be left in status quo? Anthony wrote back the same day, saying that the one status he didn’t wish to be left in was quo.64


The following week his training course ended. In reorganising his diary to make the most effective use of material for What! No Morning Tea? Anthony accidentally muddied the chronology by moving a conversation back one week. Of this last week of training, he wrote:





We did nothing until lunch time. There was a great atmosphere of complacence. Some even started talking politics, a sure sign of happiness not to be engrossed with the usual domestic concerns of military life. ‘I tell you Churchill wasn’t given a chance until last week. I can prove it. Look here, it says so in the Daily Mirror here.’


One of the country boys spoke up. ‘Oi ’ope ’e doan’t go into Belgium,’ he said, it being some days after he had […]


‘Oi dunno ’bout Mr Chamberlain. Poor man, ’e worked hard, Oi wonders if Mr Churchill’ll do better.’


‘Ah,’ I said, ‘It’s no use locking the stable door after the horse has gone.’


‘Ah,’ he said.65





It was actually on the following day, 10 May, that the Netherlands and Belgium were invaded, Chamberlain resigned, and Churchill took his place. Throughout the book Anthony left dates deliberately vague in order to make its message more universal. For the same reason, he did not emphasis these world-shaking events; he relegated them – exactly as his fellow conscripts had relegated them – to the background of the end of course party.


The party duly took place. In recognition of his supreme gift for words and knack for using phrases which nobody understood, Anthony was the one chosen to get the present for their sergeant and to make the speech of thanks that accompanied it.
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