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FOREWORD



The years of the First World War provided us with an experience that was so extraordinary that it was impossible to understand immediately what it all meant, and so profound that it was to alter the whole course of our lives. We had scarcely more than begun to know what living meant, but we knew all about dying, and for many the experience was so disturbing that it was to leave upon some minds the deepest of scars … We were young in years, and we had learnt to present a front that was high-spirited and apparently carefree; but in other respects we were indeed old before our time.


THE WORDS OF LORD DOUGLAS CONCERNING THE IMMEDIATE POST-WORLD WAR I YEARS.1


Going to war often has a great cost for a person. It is always an individual story. The nature of the trauma of war means that there is often a silence about what has been endured. However, the observations of the lingering effects by the children and spouses of veterans can provide raw and sensitive insights. One example was the deep impression left on Katharine Campbell as a child by her father’s nocturnal wanderings during his nightmares. This is a book about the intimacy of these reflections as well as the broad sweep of our shared history, capturing many critical moments of the twentieth century in which Lord Douglas played a substantial part. Survival moulds a strength of character that is defined by knowledge of reality and conviction about right and wrong. This struggle can be the source of motivations that drive great achievement. Such was the life of Lord Douglas of Kirtleside, who cast a large footprint in the history of the RAF and civil aviation in the UK.


But there is another kind of history, similar to the ones that doctors take from patients. This is an exploration of the life of a man who endured considerable deprivation and challenges prior to his ascendency to senior leadership roles. The past sets the template for a person’s values and vulnerabilities. This book considers the world of Lord Douglas and his epic journey from growing up as a child in poverty after his mother was deserted by his father, through his extraordinary survival as a World War I fighter pilot, to taking a number of senior roles in command in World War II and the aftermath. He was a man of extraordinary vision and energy who left a powerful legacy in the world of modern aviation. But this did not happen by accident. This account of Lord Douglas’s life grapples with these accumulated realities and the nature of the experiences that were the anvil on which his character was shaped.


Traumatic events such as vivid moments of confrontation with the struggle between life and death in combat are captured by memory in unusual ways. These memories are often left undigested and revisited with an intensity driven by the nonverbal world of imagery, sound, smell and physiological domains. Their undigested nature means that they remain active and are easily brought to awareness by subtle reminders that are unrecognised. These are memories that intrude between the person and the world with which he is trying to engage. As a consequence, the contemporary circumstance is seen through the foreground presence of the past rather than the reality of the current moment. These events can be key drivers of the unconscious decisions that underpin everyday life. The frequent revisitation of these memories also repeatedly activates the stress systems which progressively disrupt an individual’s internal physiological homeostasis, as inhibitory systems struggle to maintain some adaptation and equilibrium.


These perturbations come at an increasing cost to a range of biological systems due to the wear and tear of repeated attempts to down-regulate these activations. What is achieved is a state of allostasis where there is an unstable state of internal physiological adaptation.2 Eventually the brakes wear out. You cannot drive your car with one foot on the accelerator and the other on the brakes without the vehicle wearing out more quickly. This is what underpins the post-traumatic stress disorder that used to be known as shell-shock or traumatic neurosis in Lord Douglas’s era. There are also costs in terms of a range of physical illnesses such as obesity, diabetes, cardiac disease, dementia and autoimmune disease. In Australia, it was recognised that the strains of war brought about premature ageing, leading to the term the ‘burnt-out soldier’.3 This was the lingering cost of war for Lord Douglas.


What were the traumatic events that Lord Douglas survived? This is important to keep in mind to understand his motivations. Let us not forget that the mortality of WWI airmen was approximately 50 per cent. He had some extraordinary escapes in bullet-ridden aircraft and had to deal with the death of his younger brother, who had followed him into the Royal Flying Corps. He survived four serious aircraft crashes. Towards the end of the war, he took extreme risks on a particular reconnaissance mission, and such moments can have a haunting legacy when reflection allows the reality of the risk to bubble to the surface. While many veterans live damaged lives because of the scars from such experiences, others manage to use them as a source of wisdom and energy to engage in the present.4 Lord Douglas was one of these latter men. However, he wrote of the struggle that this involved in the years after the war when ‘we were run down to a state that approached a standstill’.5 When he regained his motivation and immersed himself in his career in the RAF, he would still reflect, ‘Not being emotional or easily stirred, I miss the heights of life.’6 He lived in a somewhat numbed state and at times struggled with his inner withdrawal, which was criticised as aloofness by others. A world without feeling can be one of emotional emptiness. In this emotional state, intimate relationships are challenging and attachments fragile.


The internal meaning and motivations of people’s lives come from the cauldron of memories that accumulate in the journey through life and their synthesis by the individual’s temperament and intellect. These memories are a mosaic of the journey through different events that are a combination of chance and choice and determine the trajectory of a person’s life. The undertone of this book is for the reader to unravel how Lord Douglas’s personal confrontations with death and the many losses he suffered drove his motivations. His support for the use of Big Wing formations by Fighter Command during WWII is one example. This strategy was hotly debated and evoked considerable controversy. Lord Douglas’s own experience in WWI taught him that formation flying provided protection and maximal capability in combat, in contrast to the vulnerability of a lone aircraft becoming the prey of the enemy. His brother Archie’s death and his own lucky escape from his German pursuers are likely to have underpinned a personal intensity in his thinking about these tactical questions.


Lord Douglas, towards the end of his life, bore the scars of his more challenging roles. This cost is often disguised by fame. Not all memories are tolerable, and some become haunting relics. He seems to have lived with the reality of aerial combat and respecting the skills of an adversary: he could act and fight with a knowledge that this was a fair match of intent and a test of skill. However, this was not the case in the aftermath of the war, when Lord Douglas was the Military Governor of the British sector of occupied Germany. He was the final point of appeal in the death sentences for war criminals from the Nuremberg trials, a duty he found deeply troubling. He was a man who abhorred corporal punishment as an adolescent and despised violence. The memories of signing execution warrants were the subject of his nightmares in his old age. He suffered considerably for his acts of leadership.


Lord Douglas’s life highlights how any person’s journey through the world is inherently unpredictable. The ability to integrate and grow from adversity reveals the character of a person in managing the many throws of the dice that combine to direct the passage from youth to old age. Lord Douglas’s life shows that it is not hollow ambition which drives real achievement. Rather, his is the story of how, if a person uses his skills to their best and has an internal sense of commitment to the synthesis of life experience, he will lead a life that leaves an extraordinary legacy. However, this was not without suffering and personal pain but, in part, because of his managing this inner turmoil.


If this biography were written by a scholar or an associate, Lord Douglas’s world would not be so personally or sensitively captured. Katharine Campbell’s voice as the author is partly moulded by the emotional capacity and life skills learned from her father and his impact on her nurturance and the family’s culture. A child carries this legacy, and this creates a lens that brings a unique reflection on the life of the parent. The richness of the historical scholarship of this book is surrounded by this unspoken scaffolding. As a consequence, the book is almost an amalgam of autobiography and biography. This account is a hybrid of these two very different styles of reflection and dissection of a famous life. This matrix adds to a depiction of the humanity of the many dimensions of Lord Douglas’s life that sets this biography apart. There is an empathy and reconciliation of the very public and external world of achievement that Lord Douglas’s life embodies with the private hardships and suffering.


Eric Maria Remarque wrote of a soldier in the trenches of World War I anticipating life after the war: ‘One thing I do know: everything that is sinking into us like a stone now, while we are in the war, will rise up again when the war is over, and that’s when the real life-anddeath struggle will start.’7 This turmoil was the world that haunted Lord Douglas in his nightmares in his final years.


Professor Alexander C. McFarlane


AO, MB BS (Hons), MD, FRANZCP, Dip Psychother.


Director, Centre for Traumatic Stress Studies, Adelaide Medical School,


University of Adelaide
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CHAPTER ONE



MY MEMORIES OF THE DARK GRAY MAN


It’s 3 a.m., and I am lying awake in a cold bedroom that is far too big for me. Decorated with sickly-coloured wallpaper on which is printed a childish design, it no longer appeals to my eleven-year-old self. The light in the equally unfriendly corridor outside my room streams in through the open door. A few years ago, my grandmother suggested that I should have a light on at night so that I would not be frightened. Up to that point I had not been afraid of the dark, but from the moment I saw her rather creepy silhouette in the doorway, I have been scared of it. Now the brightness is hurting my eyes, and I am listening to banging and thumping coming from my father’s bedroom, which is directly below mine. I jump out of bed, cross to the door, and run barefoot down the back staircase.


There I find my father, wearing only his pyjama top, pushing the tea trolley that we keep outside his bedroom for his medicines down the corridor towards the kitchen. I guess that he has had a nightmare. ‘Poppa, what are you doing?’ ‘I have to go to a meeting about the Sentences.’ I am not sure whether he is asleep or awake; he seems to be in some kind of no man’s land between the two. In the daytime he is in his wheelchair, but during these night-time wanderings he is able to walk while holding on to something.


I help him back to bed, and he seems so worried and far away from me, from now. But at other times he is still Poppa, and there is left behind something of the hero that I knew. When I was younger, despite his large size, he used to chase me down our long garden as I squealed with excitement, and tell me the most wonderful stories from his extraordinary life, which went farther back than I could imagine, while I sat at the end of his bed on a Saturday morning, his time of rest after a hard week’s work.


I fetch my mother from the other end of the house, and as we tuck Poppa up again, she says to me: ‘I had hoped you wouldn’t have to see this.’ But I am puzzled because how could I not see it? My bedroom is above his, and on the nights when we cannot get nurses, I can see that something like this is bound to happen because I am the one who is closest to it.


My mother has explained to me already that the place to which Poppa returns most often in his frequent bad dreams and sleepwalking episodes is where he passed the unhappiest period of his entire working life: post-war Germany. He is remembering the final judgments that he had to review on the Nuremberg war criminals and the numerous death warrants that he had to sign as Military Governor from proceedings in the Military Courts of the British Zone. Although there are other painful memories that trouble him from the two world wars, his guilt over those death warrants has tormented him ever since he put his name to them. As a child I do not understand that he has left part of himself in that apocalyptic place and it is now, when he is at his most vulnerable, that it has surfaced like an accusing spectre to haunt him.


My father Sholto was sixty-three when I was born in 1957. By that time, he had reached the highest positions in two distinct careers; firstly military, in the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and Royal Air Force (RAF), and secondly civil, as chairman of British European Airways (BEA), a post he had held for eight years prior to my birth, and which he continued to hold for a further seven. When he retired from the RAF, he was the second most decorated British officer after Field Marshal Montgomery.


Despite his elevated position and his late foray into fatherhood, he was always the gentle, nurturing influence when I was a child. Although he was not always that way with others, he was affectionate and warm with me, endlessly concerned with looking after me when we were together, and eager to answer my questions and teach me new things. He had the most wonderful infectious chuckle, which would come out when I did something funny or silly, as though he was completely delighted from deep inside. He could be stern too, but he never lifted a hand towards me in anger, as my mother did.


I witnessed that Sholto was no respecter of persons, treating everyone as equal even though a stellar list of people passed through our lives, two of whom became my godparents, Aristotle Onassis’s first wife, Tina, and Prince Bernhard of the Netherlands, but they do not feature most prominently in my memory. Neither can I remember the time I met Winston Churchill when I was two and a half, as he was going through London Airport on his way to Nice in January 1960, but the photographic evidence remains. Sholto told my mother the whole story and she relayed it to me much later. Due to his position as BEA chairman, he used to greet all important people as they passed through Heathrow, including members of the royal family and political leaders past and present. Often, my mother Hazel, my nanny and I would be there too, and on this occasion, as it was raining and Churchill was in his eighties, his car was driven to the aircraft steps. We were all lined up on the tarmac, and Sholto said to my mother: ‘I must go and see the old boy and have a chat with him,’ so he walked over to Churchill’s car and got in. Seeing Poppa disappearing into the car was more than I could bear, so I broke free from my mother and nanny, rushed towards him and into the car, straight on to his lap and stared into Churchill’s face. He was wearing a coat with a furry Astrakhan collar, which I stroked and said, ‘Nice, nice.’ He thought I meant him, saying, ‘And you’re a very nice little girl too!’


The nannies my father employed to look after me were almost always German, and this was another small way in which he tried to heal the wounds of war. He wanted me to learn the language and to become familiar with the culture of Germany. We lived in a very European atmosphere, as Sholto and Hazel travelled almost ceaselessly all round Europe to further the interests of the airline. Often, at my father’s instigation, my nanny and I would accompany my parents. It was the time of the Cold War, but he engineered a rapprochement with the Soviet Union, meeting both Khrushchev and Bulganin, so that air routes were opened up between London and Moscow, which we visited when I was six. We were taken on a tour of the Kremlin, and I disconcerted the Soviet secret police operatives by losing one of my milk teeth under Lenin’s desk. The KGB officers searched for it in vain, and even though I am sure the floor will have been cleaned many times since then, I wonder sometimes if the tooth is still there. Sholto considered that fostering good relations with the Soviets was a high priority, no doubt due to his desire to prevent another global conflict at all costs, but he was no lover of totalitarianism. However, unusually for a senior military commander, he had been left-wing from his adolescence and remained so until the end of his life. I remember him reading the New Statesman and The Observer when I was very young, and I absorbed from him a sense of fairness and social justice.


Sholto had kept in touch with many RAF personnel who had served under him or whom he knew through his support of the Guinea Pig Club from its inception in 1941 until the end of his life, holding them ‘in special affection and regard’.1 This association consisted initially of RAF aircrew who had suffered burn injuries during World War II and who had been treated at the Queen Victoria Hospital, East Grinstead, by the pioneering plastic surgeon Archibald McIndoe. Sholto was almost unique among former RAF leaders in his support, along with Lord Dowding, the former C-in-C of Fighter Command during the Battle of Britain. One of the Guinea Pigs, William (‘Bill’) Simpson, was a frequent and favourite visitor to our home.


Simpson had been on a bombing mission over Luxembourg in May 1940 when his plane was hit by anti-aircraft fire and burst into flames.2 He suffered the most terrible burns to his hands and face and the disastrous initial treatment he received robbed him of all his fingers.3 By the time he made it to East Grinstead a year later, he had, as he said, ‘an ugly fingerless paw for a left hand, and only a few misshapen stumps for fingers on my right hand’.4 He became public relations officer at BEA and was a frequent guest at our parties; I learned quickly about the effects of serious disability when I was told to hand his glass of whisky gently into the outstretched waxy pale stumps where once his fingers had been.


Uncle Bill, as I knew him, made a very astute assessment of Sholto’s character in his book. He had heard that Sholto was ‘a rather stiff and unforthcoming Air Marshal’, but when he visited him in post-war Germany, he discovered why he




had the reputation for having a rather forbidding manner: he was shy. Also, he undoubtedly missed some popularity because he did not court it in the way that was fashionable during the war among other senior air officers and army generals. And unlike the run of leading RAF officers, who have mainly technical and administrative attributes, he was a classical scholar and inherited from his father, the art critic, a deep appreciation of art and the humanities.5





The long, painful process of losing my father began when I was five with the first of his many strokes in the late autumn of 1962. Sholto was sixty-eight and still chairman of BEA. The stress of that job, plus the weight of two world wars, during and after the second of which he was in high command for a total of eight years, were exacting a heavy toll on him. After an initial period in hospital, he came home but was confined to bed for rest. Looking after him seemed to occupy all of everyone’s time, day and night, and my German nanny did not leave the house for three weeks, during which time she cared for my father as though her life depended on it.


Sholto’s stroke brought him back into contact with another former RAF officer, Errol Barrow, who had been his personal navigator when he was Military Governor of the British Zone in Germany but who was now Premier of Barbados. Sholto and Errol had formed a solid friendship in Germany, which I realised later operated on both political and filial levels. They were both committed socialists, but also seemed like father and son, Errol being twenty-seven years younger than Sholto. ‘Uncle Errol’ had suggested to my parents that the beautiful climate and scenery of Barbados might provide the ideal environment in which Sholto could recuperate from his stroke. So, on 29 December 1962, we set sail on the cruise ship Coronia to Barbados. It was not an easy crossing due to poor weather, and Sholto, who had only just begun to take tentative steps again, found it almost impossible to keep his balance on the rolling ship. One eventful morning, the waves were so high that one of them broke open the porthole in my cabin and sea water poured into my bed. I was sitting on the end of it trying to get dressed. We were all required to put on life jackets, at which point I became really frightened, started screaming and had to be pacified by the ship’s First Officer.


On our arrival, however, Uncle Errol made us feel instantly welcome. I could see immediately the affection that he and Sholto had for each other. Uncle Errol spent as much time with him as his duties would allow, and the memory that I have of him on every occasion that we visited Barbados over the next six years is of him sitting beside my father, leaning forward, and the two of them listening intently to each other. Later, when Sholto became increasingly ill, Uncle Errol would sit with his hand on his arm, or he would take hold of my father’s hand. Errol continued to lavish attention on my parents and me whenever we went to Barbados, even after he became their first Prime Minister in 1966. Despite Sholto’s increasing physical incapacity, he continued to enjoy intellectual conversation and debate, and he and Errol spent many hours engaged in political discussion.


Sholto had another stroke in December 1963, after which he found it more difficult to walk, using a stick that he held in his left hand. I remember him hating this, and once throwing the stick down the steps of an aircraft with a great clatter as we arrived somewhere, saying that he did not need it. He retired, not a moment before time, on 31 March 1964, when he was seventy, having led a nationalised company for longer than anyone had done before him.6


In the ensuing years after his retirement, Sholto became much more emotionally labile and used to cry easily, much as Churchill did after suffering strokes in his old age, when he used to ‘blub like a child’.7 Sholto became increasingly sad, and though I wouldn’t have known the word ‘depression’ back then, that’s what it was. On 30 January 1965, he and I watched Churchill’s state funeral together. I remember the tears pouring down Poppa’s face, and even today, the recollection is almost unbearable. Then, I understood only vaguely what is clear to me now: that Churchill had been Sholto’s strong supporter all the way through WWII, even when others had doubted him.


His deterioration at the end of his life followed a very similar pattern to Churchill’s as one stroke followed another,8 although he was almost twenty years younger. His physical condition continued to decline, not helped by his large bulk, and he required frequent physiotherapy. He also started to fall more and since neither my mother, who was very slim, nor I could help him up, we began the habit of calling the local police station to ask if they would send a couple of officers round to help us get him up. This they did very willingly and they became quite a fixture over the next four years, coming round every time my father fell if nurses were not there. The fall that I will never forget happened when I was about ten years old. My father and I were sitting, as we mostly did, in our dining room, and my mother said to me: ‘Keep an eye on Poppa while I go and get supper.’ As I had homework to do, I went to fetch my books from the bench just outside in the hall, but when I came back after only a minute or two, my father had tried to get up from his chair and had fallen over, hitting his head against the radiator. He was lying on the floor with blood pouring from his scalp. I was horrified at the sight of him, knowing that it was all my fault, and terrified at what my mother would say when she came back into the room, which she did on hearing me call out for her. I remember to this day that we were all crying. We had to get the kind policemen to pick him up, and although my father probably went to hospital for an X-ray, I do not remember that. I do recollect, though, that he did not have a fractured skull, to my eternal relief.


Even after Sholto’s retirement from BEA, and despite his increasing physical incapacity, my parents still followed a punishing social schedule. Driving back from London one evening in June 1966, they had a car crash and were both quite severely injured, sustaining wounds to the head and needing to go to hospital. They returned home two days later. I was quite used to my father going to hospital by that time, although not for an emergency as in this case. He was admitted about twice a year for more intensive treatment. My mother was drinking a lot (she always did), and although she said that the accident was the result of her high heel catching under the accelerator, causing her to crash heavily into the car in front, even I thought that she had probably had too much to drink. She was never prosecuted.


My parents also continued their travels abroad after Sholto had retired. They went to Europe often, and my mother made frequent trips to Barbados, as she had decided that we should have a house there so that Sholto could benefit from the climate. As a family, we started going to Barbados in the winter and in the summer, although I sensed that, despite his fondness for Uncle Errol, my father found the journey there by air exhausting, and it was more for my mother’s benefit that this was being done. Often, and for reasons that I could not understand then and can only guess at now, my mother went to Barbados when my father was in hospital, on one occasion in 1967 when he was very ill and it was unclear whether he would survive when she left. She may have thought that it was safe for her to go, knowing that he was being cared for. We had nursing care for him at home, but it was not always reliable and there were gaps.


It wasn’t only Sholto’s physical health that continued to go downhill. His memory, which had always been prodigious, was beginning to fail him too. In fact, as his entire self was subordinated more and more to his battle for survival, I noticed that his character changed a little and that he would become forgetful. But this varied widely from day to day: some days he could be entirely lucid, while other days, as with the sleepwalking, he could be in a completely different place at a different time in his life. He was never ‘silly’ or stupid, even in his wanderings, but always serious and often distressed over things that had happened in the past. He would sit in his chair in the dining room, crying and saying: ‘My brain’s going soft.’ Little did he know that that was exactly what was happening. In his post-mortem report, which I managed to obtain with some difficulty a few years ago, I read: ‘The brain showed fairly marked cerebral atheroma [arterial disease] and there was considerable softening in a number of areas.’


He also began to be profoundly apprehensive in a way that we had not seen before, particularly about what would happen to my mother and me when he died, saying to her: ‘I worry about you and Katharine when I am not here.’ In one way, this kind of response to a recognition of one’s own mortality in the face of increasing infirmity is unsurprising. However, what we did not realise at the time, and which a recent study on the effect of early life stress on anxiety symptoms in late adulthood has shown, is that the start in life that Sholto had had, including his father’s desertion and parental divorce when he was very young and subsequent severe poverty, rendered him more vulnerable to anxiety in later life. Evidence also indicates that parental separation is a stronger risk factor for anxiety and other psychopathology than parental loss.9 It was as though all the traumas from the earliest points in Sholto’s life onwards were catching up with him.


His own suffering notwithstanding, my father’s concern for me never wavered, and when I was coming up to nine years old, he decided that I should have a pony. Since his own childhood had been impoverished, he wanted me to have what he had not had, although he learned to ride when he was at Oxford due to the kind offices of a fellow student and later served in the Royal Horse Artillery (RHA) in WWI. He and I both loved horses and, much to my mother’s disapproval, he was adamant that I start riding lessons aged seven. His view of education was always broad, and he felt that I should have as many experiences as possible. Even though he was often in his wheelchair by this time, he insisted on going to look at various ponies for me, and on the morning of my ninth birthday in July 1966, he gave me a lovely card, which I have still, of a little pony who was exactly the same colour, whitish grey, as the one he had bought for me and who was waiting in the field next to our house. I could not have been more thrilled. Cui Silver became my very best friend, and as well as riding him, I often used to go and cuddle him and kiss his furry neck when the chaos of life in our house was too much to bear.


My father’s behaviour became ever more disturbed and he began to have violent outbursts, although he was never physically abusive towards either my mother or me. As a means of controlling his eruptions of temper, his doctors attempted to sedate him with a barbiturate, pentobarbital, otherwise known as Nembutal. I shall never forget the name of that drug, which had such an impact on all of our lives. It had been hailed as a ‘truth drug’ in the United States during the 1930s, and then used by the British psychiatrist J. S. Horsley as a treatment he termed ‘narco-analysis’, by which he meant the administration of barbiturates or similar agents to lower his subjects’ inhibitions, enabling them to share their experiences and feelings. Of all the drugs that Horsley used in this way, he found Nembutal to be the most effective in producing sedation with the minimum of confusion.10 Its intravenous counterpart, Pentothal, had been used by two US military psychiatrists, Roy Richard Grinker and John Paul Spiegel, in north Africa during WWII to sedate military personnel suffering from war neurosis. Similarly to Horsley’s ‘narco-analysis’, this was to help patients to access and relive their traumatic memories as a step towards recovery.11 Grinker and Spiegel termed this process ‘narcosynthesis’, but it has also been called ‘abreaction’.


I do not know whether the doctors treating my father intended simply to use Nembutal as a sedative or whether they expected his traumatic memories (almost always of post-war Germany) to resurface even more. But my mother’s and my experience was that my father’s confusion became worse and, as has been reported before with this drug, he became more anxious,12 partly because the recollections upset him so much. When Grinker and Spiegel administered Pentothal in WWII, they did so prior to psychotherapy sessions so that when the patient abreacted, they were there to listen to his traumatic experiences, playing the part of a protective figure, perhaps a kindly parent or good friend, and allowing the patient to recall his trauma before returning him to the current reality.13 None of this happened with my father. He was left to relive his distressing experiences alone, and when they flooded his mind in the middle of the night, usually when nurses weren’t around, the only ones who were there to deal with them were me and my mother. She never knew whether to play along with my father in his delusions or to try to bring him back to the present moment. I was all for the latter, but sometimes when we tried to do this it caused him more anguish. We watched the tormented expressions of guilt that played out in his mind and body.


By the beginning of 1969, my father’s physical condition had deteriorated so much that he could no longer sleep in his bedroom upstairs, so modifications were made to the ground floor bedroom and bathroom below mine, to give my father his own space downstairs. Although this was the practical thing to do, it isolated him from my mother, who slept in her bedroom upstairs at the other end of our large house. There is no doubt that the strain on her was enormous, but being alcoholic, she was ill-equipped to deal with the situation. My father drank too, and smoked his pipe and cigars almost incessantly, but I seldom saw him drunk, unlike my mother. Our family doctor prescribed her Durophet, an amphetamine, to ‘keep her going’, and with both my parents taking psychoactive medication, things got more and more strange, although both of them tried to keep up some sort of normality in their demeanour towards me, to their credit.


One example of my mother’s increasingly stressed behaviour stands out in my memory. On my father’s lucid days, he and I began to have an intellectual connection. We thought similarly and we enjoyed discussing things such as the English Civil War. I was a committed parliamentarian, and I don’t know if he was playing devil’s advocate to stimulate argument, but he said he was a royalist. My mother’s jealousy of our relationship spilled over one day when we were all in the dining room after supper. I was sitting on the floor by my father’s chair. Suddenly, she said that she had had enough of the two of us, and started throwing things off the dining room table and against the radiator. Plates, cups, cutlery, salt and pepper cellars, everything crashed against the radiator. Rather cruelly as I look back on it, my father turned to me and said: ‘Katharine, it appears that your mother has gone mad.’ I said: ‘Yes, and I suppose I’ll have to clear up the mess.’ My mother left the room, still furious.


In moments like this, Sholto was the one who seemed clear-headed and sane, causing my mother to comment that some days, he could have conducted a BEA board meeting. On these days, his interest in current events was reawakened, and something that caused him profound distress was the start of the Northern Ireland Troubles in 1968. He became very upset when reports of sectarian violence appeared on TV. I did not understand at the time that he had a deep love of Ireland and had been a keen supporter of Irish independence, believing that it should have happened much earlier than it did.


The crunch for Sholto came one day in 1969 when he was watching the news from Northern Ireland. He became so agitated that he picked up the glass urinal next to his bed and hurled it at the TV screen, smashing it. Our family doctor, bless him, said to my mother: ‘It’s either him or you,’ pitting my parents against each other in a life-and-death struggle in which my father was always going to be the loser: of course he would be the first to die, as my mother was twenty-four years younger. Even I could see that, aged eleven. In fact, I had realised about a year before my father died that he could not possibly go on much longer, but never having seen death at close quarters, I could not really picture what it would be like or how deeply distressed I would feel.


In July 1969, before I started secondary school in September, and to give us both a break, my mother decided that she and I would go on holiday to Corfu, somewhere that we all loved and had been many times. My father was taken into the RAF Hospital at Uxbridge on my birthday, the 26th, which looking back now seems rather unkind, and on the same day, my mother and I flew to Corfu. My father hoped so much that he would be well enough to join us in a week or so after intense physiotherapy in hospital, but he was heartbroken to have been left behind, and dictated a painful letter to my mother in Corfu:




RAF Hospital Uxbridge


Middlesex


29 July 1969


Darling Hazel


I’m so homesick and want to be with you so very much. It is worse at night and sometimes spend half the night crying for loneliness and you.


I do hope that you are alright and are not missing me too much; although I wish that sometimes you would.


I am told that I am due to stay here until Saturday and with any luck I should be able to join you on Saturday.


Have you got the small suite for me and Katharine, I hope that K is flourishing and is missing me – I had a very nice letter from her yesterday. If only I could be with you, it would make all the difference because I love you very much. It is sad that we are parted at this very moment, which is when we should be together. In spite of that I hope you are alright, you are probably bearing up under the strain better than I am because it makes me heartbroken and I find it difficult to bear, so I hope that I see you on Saturday as promised.


With lots of love and kisses,


Sholto.





Accompanying this distressing letter was one from the medical director of the hospital, Group Captain Campbell, attempting to reassure us by saying that although my father was missing us, he did not think that he was as depressed as the letter made out, and that he had been very much ‘with it’ for a large part of the time, reading, talking and enjoying the TV. However, he also said that the RAF neuropsychiatrist, Air Commodore O’Connor, would be seeing my father the following afternoon and that both of them had decided already that he would not be well enough to travel. Finally, Dr Campbell wrote that the civilian consultant psychiatrist to the RAF had agreed to admit my father to the psychogeriatric wing of a private psychiatric hospital in Northampton should that be necessary.


My mother and I sent letters back to my father, trying to encourage him, and two days later, another letter from Dr Campbell reached us in Corfu, saying that my father had been told that he was not well enough to join us and, although outwardly distressed, seemed to accept the situation underneath. He added: ‘You know so well he likes to “moan”, but don’t let that worry you too much.’ There is no doubt in my mind which of the two accounts, my father’s or Dr Campbell’s, was real. My father’s letter said it all and, considering his health and the situation that he was in, was entirely unsurprising. He had experienced loneliness throughout his life, from his fragile attachments to his parents in childhood, through frequent threats to his life in WWI, when it assumed an existential quality, and in the isolation of high command in WWII. I suspect that nothing had been able to assuage it: not friendships, not affairs, not even my mother or me. Except that now, the cruellest thing of all was that the two people most precious to him seemed to have deserted him just when he needed them most, giving the loneliness a profound emotional as well as an existential element, assailing him as it did near the end of his life.14 In his letter, Dr Campbell was simply trying to reassure my mother. Nevertheless, the hospital arranged outings for him, and Henry Marking, a BEA board member who had been appointed chief executive on Sholto’s retirement, a close and faithful family friend, visited Sholto to keep his spirits up.


My mother had planned that we should stay three weeks in Corfu, but she received another letter from Dr Campbell saying he did not think that my father would accept this, and he himself did not recommend it. Hard on the heels of that there came a telegram from Uncle Henry saying that he had consulted Group Captain Campbell and they both thought that we should return after two weeks. He even said that he had reserved seats on the appropriate flight and arranged a car to collect us from the airport, adding: ‘Sholto has been looking forward to your return on Saturday and will be disappointed if you postpone’. Reading between the lines, the situation was becoming critical.


We returned home on 11 August, and the day afterwards, my father came back from hospital, but for little more than two weeks. On 26 August, he was admitted to the psychogeriatric wing of St Andrews Hospital Northampton, as Group Captain O’Connor had suggested. He would stay there until the end of his life, and I could sense his feeling of being abandoned. We all went up together to get him settled in, but he hated it. He had his own small room opposite the kitchen of the long, low building, so it was noisy. There was a day room down the corridor where, as usually happens with day rooms for older people, the patients sat grimly in chairs all around the walls in a large circle. A nurse asked my father: ‘Would you like to go to the day room to meet the other gentlemen?’ He replied: ‘They’re not gentlemen and I don’t want to meet them!’ So he stayed most of the time in his room, and hardly any effort was made to take him outside or give him any stimulation. No wonder he was miserable.


As if things couldn’t get any more chaotic, two weeks later, I started at St Paul’s Girls’ School, Hammersmith. My parents, principally my mother, had decided that since the commute from our home in Denham to Hammersmith was too long for me to manage at first, I would stay during the week with some friends of my parents in their large flat in Kensington. The father of the family was a foreign diplomat and he and his wife had five children, the eldest of whom was in the same class as me at St Paul’s. This was supposed to be a good solution and, certainly, my classmate was kind to me, but I discovered quickly that the household was as dysfunctional as mine was: noisy and disorganised, with small children screaming and suffering from diarrhoea.


During the week, I sent Poppa postcards from London, often of horses or donkeys, and also of Spitfires or pilots being scrambled during WWII. Sometimes, I drew pictures for him. I cringe now when I read my messages to him because although I started always with: ‘I hope you are well and happy’ (it was a wish – I knew that he wasn’t), I almost always went on with something like: ‘and behaving yourself’ or ‘and being good’. I had been shocked by his outbursts at home as well as the consequences of his medication with Nembutal, such as incontinence, and since my mother was continually telling me that I should be ‘good’, a futile exercise in damage limitation, I passed this on to my father. Now, of course, I am deeply ashamed for not understanding more.


Every weekend, I returned home, which felt very empty in the absence of my father. On Saturdays, my good friend Helen and I went riding together, and on Sundays, my mother and I visited Poppa. Each visit, I took him a present, perhaps one of my most precious toys or an ornament that I would leave with him. I requisitioned his tray table and on it arranged all my gifts for him. He appreciated the care that I took, but I am not sure how thrilled he was with a furry purple cow on a red mat that I had made myself, or a psychedelic enamel flower in a pot. He was always so sad, and was grateful for any kindness shown to him by the staff. The kitchen orderly, Margaret, and one of the nurse assistants, whose name I think was Francesco, spent as much time with him as they could, and when we arrived, we often found them in his room. He was always sitting in his chair, from which he was seldom encouraged to move, and that was to be his final undoing.


About two weeks before my father’s death, he started complaining of pain in his right leg and in his chest, but no one, neither doctors nor nurses, seemed to take any notice, even though my mother pointed this out to them on more than one occasion. Then, on 29 October at about 5 p.m., we got a dreadful telephone call. It was my half-term and I had just returned home from riding with Helen. We were planning to take my father out for a long weekend to the Lygon Arms in Broadway, Worcestershire, one of our favourite haunts. My mother took the call in the study, and I rushed into the room because she had started crying. One of the doctors from the hospital told her that my father had died. He said that his death had been ‘peaceful’ and that he had been sitting in his chair with Margaret and Francesco by his side. My mother and I were both distraught.


In her diary entry for that day, she wrote: ‘Sholto has died. I don’t believe it, nor does Katharine.’ But I did believe it, and it changed my life for ever in ways that I am still discovering. The post-mortem report stated that my father had died from a clot that had travelled to his lung, called a pulmonary embolism, and thromboses (clots) in a major vein in his right leg and in his brain. Underneath, the coroner had written: ‘From the degree of adhesion of the pulmonary emboli it is possible that they occurred a week or two ago and may be related to the attack of chest pain reported in the clinical notes.’ I understand that my father was incredibly unwell, but if only the doctors had done more than just writing in his notes.


This all looks very ‘medical’ and somewhat inevitable. Certainly, those clinicians in charge of Sholto’s care considered him, and treated him, as a demented and rather badly behaved geriatric patient with the multiple physical concomitants of old age from which he died. They encouraged my mother and me to view him in a similar way, which we did. But the memories of my father’s terrible physical and mental disintegration, and, most upsetting of all, his psychological distress, have stayed with me throughout my life, and were fundamental in the choice of my initial profession, nursing, although I specialised finally in newborn intensive care. Subsequently I became a neuroscientist, studying the development of pain processing in babies.


Following my career in neuroscience, I started to research Sholto’s life in order to fulfil a long-held but half-buried ambition to write about it, beginning with a look at what I could only describe as ‘psychological pain’, since I knew that he had carried an agonising burden from the war and especially its aftermath. In my research I had always dealt with physical pain in a pre-verbal, very young population – pre-term and full-term newborns and infants under one year. Furthermore, I had studied those most basic of physical responses, reflexes, so psychology was not my area of expertise. However, for some people, psychological pain, especially that associated with depression, is worse than any physical pain they experience.15 At least with the latter, there is at least some possibility of withdrawing from the pain. But with psychological pain, there is no immediate escape: it is there in the mind as a constant ache with some of the qualities of chronic physical pain. In fact, there is considerable overlap in the brain areas activated by both physical and psychological pain; the two could be thought of as two sides of the same coin, both engendering deep distress.


My search continued with the Textbook of Pain, where, by chance, I came upon a section devoted to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Thinking back to my father’s condition, its features seemed to coincide with what I had seen of his angst, so I began a new trawl through the literature.


At the time that my father was so ill in the late 1960s, no one in Britain talked about PTSD. The term was not introduced until 1980, when, as the result of many years’ work, a determined group of Vietnam veterans and the psychiatrists who had treated them fought for it to be included in the third edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III), and it entered into medical parlance. The terms ‘shell-shock’ and ‘war neurosis’ had been around since WWI,16 but they were associated with front-line soldiers enduring the appalling conditions of the trenches, not with a sick old man reliving the awful experiences of signing people’s lives away in post-war Germany. This was despite the appearance in the medical literature in the 1950s and ’60s of reports that the distressing symptoms of ‘combat fatigue’ or ‘gross stress reaction’, the terms in vogue at that time, persisted long after the end of WWII. These findings were highlighted in a study conducted in 1965, which found chronic and even irreversible instances of combat fatigue among veterans twenty years after the war had ended.17 I became fascinated with this subject, explaining as it did so much of my father’s behaviour – the nightmares, the sleepwalking, the dislocation to an entirely different place, the crying and distress.


Of course! This was what I had seen my father suffer when I was a child. He was not a badly behaved demented old man, as his heartbreaking and lucid letter to my mother had shown. He had PTSD! If he had been part of the Vietnam generation, he would have been diagnosed with this condition, but because he was a WWII survivor, he was classed as a ‘psycho-geriatric’ patient and treated accordingly, much as his US and Australian counterparts were.18 So I started looking back into his life through the prism of PTSD, and a new and different story emerged. I realised I was looking at a lifetime of trauma, from his early childhood, through not one but two world wars, and on into the devastation of post-war Germany.


At the same time, one of my psychologist friends put me in touch with the Pain and Suffering Interdisciplinary Program, in which she had participated. I contacted its founder, and through her I was able to contact two eminent experts who explained to me different aspects of what I had observed of my father’s distress. They have been my constant companions and friends as I became absorbed in the twists and turns of Sholto’s extraordinary story. Through their insights, my extensive searching in the literature, Sholto’s own writings and seemingly endless historical documents, I began to rediscover the man who despite his infirmities was a loving and kind father, but who had lived almost a whole life, actually many lives, each with their own traumas and triumphs, before I knew him.





CHAPTER TWO



THE BEGINNINGS OF THE DARK GRAY MAN


Outwardly, my father’s life began quite unremarkably. He was born William Sholto Douglas on 23 December 1893 in Headington, Oxford, into a branch of the Scottish aristocratic clan of Douglas that had been denuded of its once considerable wealth. From infancy he was known by his second name, Sholto Douglas being the Gaelic name for the mythical founder of the Douglas clan, and meaning ‘Behold the Dark Gray Man’ due to this reputed ancestor’s swarthy complexion.1 The name Sholto stuck throughout my father’s life, as both airman and senior commander and, as he wrote, ‘more often than not, I am glad to say, without any reference to my rank or even to my surname’.2


Sholto was the second son of Robert Langton Douglas (also known by his middle name), the first having died in infancy. At the time of Sholto’s birth, Langton was an Anglican priest with a growing scholarly interest in literature, history and art, and was assistant chaplain of Merton College, Oxford. He had never wanted to be a clergyman, wishing instead to be a professional singer, as he had a very fine tenor voice. Against his will, his father Robert, an Anglican clergyman of the extreme Evangelical Protestant variety and in whose fervently religious household Langton had had a strict upbringing, had compelled him to enter holy orders following his graduation in Modern History from New College, Oxford.


Sholto’s mother, Margaret Jane, known as Maggie, was the daughter of Percival Henry Cannon, a printer, whose wife’s family was from Glasgow. Maggie had been a member of Langton’s congregation during his first curacy in the church of St Paul Walworth in south London, and he said that he was attracted to her because she reminded him of a Verrocchio Madonna. Only seventeen years old when they married in 1891, Maggie was ten years Langton’s junior, tall and very thin with dark hair, the colour of which she kept until she died. After Sholto’s birth, two more boys followed: Robert (Bobby) in February 1895, and Archibald (Archie) in September 1896, also named in the Scottish tradition of the Douglas clan. Langton and Maggie’s last child was a girl, but once more, like their firstborn, she died while still an infant.


In the late autumn of 1895, when Sholto was nearly two and his brother Bobby nine months old, Langton was appointed to the post of Church of England chaplain in Livorno on the Tuscan coast, where he stayed for approximately a year. He was eager to familiarise himself with the writings and art of Italy, especially those of the Renaissance. Maggie, Sholto and Bobby set out on the journey to Italy with him. Sholto could not recall much of his stay there, his mother telling him later that he learned to speak Italian faster than he did English. However, when I was a child, he told me that he did remember an Italian nanny, who, rather than giving him sweets, gave him olives as treats. From Livorno, the family went to Genoa, where they stayed until 1898.


They returned to England later in that year and once again settled in Oxford, where Langton gave lectures on Italian art under the university’s Extension Scheme. The family had been back in Oxford for only two years when in 1900 he decided to accept an appointment to the new chair of Modern History and English Language and Literature at the University of Adelaide. He sailed for Australia in March 1900, leaving his wife and children behind – permanently. Up to this point, his only income had been his clergyman’s salary, plus the little that he earned from the Extension Scheme lectures, so when he departed for Australia, he left Maggie with almost nothing, and she was forced to take their three children – Sholto then aged six, Bobby five, and Archie three – to live with her parents in a small house in Tooting, south London.


Sholto wrote a letter to his father at this time, which was returned to him on Langton’s death in 1951. Reading it again just over fifty years after it was written, Sholto said:




I could not help feeling a little sad about the slightly pathetic note that it sounded. It could not have been explained to me that my father had left our home for good because I wrote, in a childish hand, that ‘we often think of you as sleeping whilst we are having our dinner’, which was a reference to his sojourn in Australia.3





There was no support of any kind from Langton for at least the first year of separation, near the end of which Maggie submitted a petition to the divorce court for ‘restitution of conjugal rights’, after first having written a letter to Langton asking him to return to his family. The letter was posted to his solicitors, because at that point she had no idea of his whereabouts and no means of finding out. She received the following reply:




Paris. Feb. 19. 1901


My Dear Maggie


I have received your letter of Feb. 17. I regret to say that it is quite impossible for me to do what you ask of me. I cannot live with you again. I do not believe that any attempt at a reconciliation would be successful or would really conduce to your happiness or mine, or to the happiness & well-being of our children. Things being as they are, it is better for us to remain apart.


I am sorry to pain you, but the decision I have arrived at is final. It has not been arrived at without long and anxious thought.


I am


Your affectionate husband


Robert Langton Douglas.4





Without telling Maggie and the children, Langton had returned to Europe temporarily in order to pursue historical studies for his forthcoming book on the history of Siena, but while in Australia, he had fallen madly in love with a beautiful, dark-haired young Australian woman, Gwendolen Henchman. He was still a clergyman in the Church of England, and it is hard to overestimate the impact of a scandal of this kind on his wife and children at that time. From Langton and Maggie’s divorce court files, it is clear that Maggie found the whole experience humiliating. Of course, Sholto and his brothers were witnesses to their mother’s anguish, and there is ample evidence from the medical literature that the experience before age eleven of maternal distress, and loss of a parent, not only through death but also due to divorce and separation, increases an individual’s susceptibility to PTSD. Frequent changes of home before this age are also a risk factor for this condition,5 and Sholto and his brothers had had a few of those, with more to follow. Moreover, two or more adverse childhood experiences have been significant predictors of PTSD symptoms in soldiers both pre- and post-deployment.6 All of this heightened Sholto’s vulnerability in the face of what was to come.


In one of the files dating from 1901, there are two folded pieces of paper which when spread out reveal themselves to be birth certificates, both dated 11 April 1896 but with different names on each. The times of birth in the first column, fifteen minutes apart, show that these are twin boys, born to someone called Annie Louisa Castle a few months before Sholto’s brother Archie was born. The father of the twins is written on the certificates as Robert Langton Castle, but it’s obvious, given the rarity of the middle name and the fact that these certificates are among the divorce papers, that this is indeed my grandfather Langton. The files also contain Annie Castle’s assertion that Langton was the father. Further on in the documents there is a handwritten page of notes penned by Maggie’s solicitor summarising what had happened back in 1895.


The notes begin: ‘Lived unhappily. Resp[ondent] [Langton] left her [Maggie].’ They go on to state that in October 1895, there was a servant, Annie Castle, who was overheard by Maggie whispering with her husband in his study. Langton told Maggie that ‘the girl was pregnant’. The statement continues: ‘Going abroad after a great deal of persuasion, and promised to take Castle abroad until her child was born. For the purpose of saving scandal.’ The solicitor adds that in Paris, on their way to Italy, Langton had shown Annie so much attention that Maggie had returned to the UK with her children.7


So it was not simply for the purposes of furthering his studies in Italian art that Langton had made the journey to Italy. Maggie’s petition states that for six weeks prior to 26 December, Langton and Annie lived together at Church House in Livorno, no doubt posing as husband and wife and ‘habitually committed adultery together’.8 A short time later, Annie returned to England to have her twins.


That Maggie was prepared to collude with her husband to such an extent in an attempt to save scandal demonstrates how important that was, and that she went out to Italy the following year with her children once Langton had moved to Genoa shows unbelievable forbearance. She must have thought of the poverty that would have been the alternative, and which did eventually follow their separation in 1900. But any hopes that she may have entertained for a true reconciliation were always going to be doomed to failure. Despite her initial physical attractiveness to him, Maggie was of a completely different temperament and background to Langton. She was devoutly Christian, with an overlying severity of character that he would not have found appealing, even though it concealed kindness underneath.


Maggie and Langton were divorced in 1902. He was forced to ‘execute a deed of relinquishment under the provisions of the Clergy Disabilities Act’, which meant that he resigned from the Church of England just before being defrocked. The scandal that Maggie had so strenuously tried to avoid burst out when the divorce notice was listed in The Times, and as a result Langton was dismissed from his posts at Adelaide University. He returned permanently to Europe with Gwendolen.


Following the divorce, Maggie took her children to live in a small terraced house in Foxbourne Road, Balham. Sholto wrote: ‘For a good many years after that we led a decidedly impecunious existence.’9 Although Langton had started to establish his reputation in the art world, this did not seem to earn him much money, or not much that he was willing to share with Maggie and the children. When I was young, Sholto told me that at times his mother could not afford shoes for the boys’ feet, so he would take his two younger brothers barefoot on omnibus trips around London, and they jumped on and off the buses like street urchins. A favourite object that Sholto kept from when he was very young until his death, possibly from his time in Italy as a small child, was a little bronze copy of a famous Greco-Roman statue named ‘Lo Spinario’. It stood on the mantelpiece in his bedroom beneath his favourite painting, and depicts a barefoot boy withdrawing a thorn from the sole of his foot. This must have had a special significance for Sholto, and makes me wonder what he must have had to remove from the soles of his feet during those barefoot days in London.


Despite the dire nature of their finances, Maggie did her utmost to provide for her three remaining children, devoting herself to caring for them. Sholto remembered how he would take to school each week the ninepence that his mother gave him for his tuition.


Two memories lodged themselves in Sholto’s mind more vividly than any others from his childhood. The first was of the night of 18 May 1900, when the news came of the relief of Mafeking after seven long months of siege by the Boers in South Africa. Sholto and his brothers, who shared a bed at that time, sat up listening with awe to the jubilant shouts from the crowds that surged up and down Balham High Road. The second was of the day, about a year later, when the new electric tram service along that same road was opened. All the schoolchildren from St Mary’s were lined up on the pavement for the occasion. He wrote later: ‘On board the first tram there was the Prince of Wales, who later became King George the Fifth, and it was our task to cheer and to sing in our shrill little voices a song that we had learnt for the occasion: “God Bless the Prince of Wales”.’10 Notwithstanding their impoverished circumstances, the primary education that Sholto and his brothers received at St Mary’s School in Balham was a good foundation, and when he went to Emanuel School, Wandsworth, in 1904 as a day boy, he found that he was more than equal to the other pupils in every subject but Latin, which was new to him. Although the school charged fees, many pupils were on scholarships, and given his family’s circumstances it is likely that Sholto was in this category.


In that same year, Langton set up on his own as an art dealer, and by 1905 his success led him, after having re-established contact with Maggie, to suggest that their three children should be sent to a public school. There were insufficient funds for them to board, so it was decided that Maggie and the boys should move to Tonbridge, because a large number of the pupils at Tonbridge School were day boys.


On moving to Tonbridge, Sholto and his brothers attended the quaintly named Mr Darling’s Preparatory School, occupying Clare House, a large four-storey Victorian villa next to Tonbridge School. Ever ambitious, in a letter to his father in November 1905 at the age of eleven, Sholto wrote that he had read only three of Scott’s novels but had made it into the school cricket first eleven. A year later, he reported that he was now head boy of the school, and that he had won two prizes and Archie three. Sholto went on to Tonbridge School in the Lent term of 1908 at the age of fourteen, having done very well in the entrance exam. He wrote to his father in his first term: ‘I like the Big School very much, though it is rather strange after Mr Darling’s. The boys in my form are a very nice lot of boys on the whole, but of course I get pretty well left to myself, as I am still counted as a “novi”.’11


He had been at Tonbridge only a short time when he began to realise that, due to his parents’ divorce and the family’s straitened financial circumstances, his home life was different from that of most of the other pupils. Recognition of this may have prompted in him the first awareness of what he termed ‘the inherent self-consciousness which has always bothered me’. His struggle to control this sensitivity, which at that time manifested mainly as acute shyness, led to him adopting a bullish exterior that only made the problem worse. As he said: ‘It was hard going having to be always on one’s guard.’12 A photograph of him and his two brothers taken a couple of years later seems to show exactly that, as there is a hint of wariness in his expression beneath the shadow of a smile.


He was plagued by these feelings throughout his life, writing: ‘What the psychiatrists would say about that I cannot pretend to know; but I do think that the break-up of my parents’ marriage while I was still very young contributed to this wretched shyness.’13 He said that the problem was limited to his social life and that his work was never handicapped in this way, but it did produce in him, as Bill Simpson commented, a brusqueness of manner that was frequently misinterpreted during his time in the RAF, as well as ‘a provocative sense of humour’ that led to misunderstandings and offence being taken by others. Of this constellation of psychological kinks that he made enormous efforts to conceal, Sholto wrote: ‘But I understand, without people having known it, why the comment has been made that I have succeeded in spite of myself.’14 He was determined to use intellectual endeavour as a means to fulfil his ambitions, one of which was to win a scholarship to Oxford, his father’s university. The letters he wrote to Langton at this time suggest that he was desperate to prove himself, and to gain the regard and respect, even the love, of the father who had previously deserted him, a not uncommon trait in those who have suffered parental deprivation, and one that Churchill clearly shared.


Sholto participated fully in school life at Tonbridge despite his feelings of being different, joining the chapel choir and practising enthusiastically for the schools sports. Due to the good impression that he had made in his entrance exam, he was placed in a form ahead of his age on the classical side, which at that time at Tonbridge was of a very high standard. He was joined by his brothers, Archie doing particularly well and ending his school career by winning an open classical scholarship to Trinity College, Oxford. Sholto said that Archie was the most able of the three brothers, that Bobby was steady and plodding, and that he himself, although not as brilliant as Archie, was ambitious and prepared to work very hard for what he wanted. All three participated vigorously in the debating society, although a report in the school’s magazine, The Tonbridgian, noted ironically that Sholto ‘spoke from the lofty standpoint of his superior knowledge’,15 suggesting that on that occasion at least, he might have been better served keeping certain opinions to himself.


In the summer of 1912, he went on the annual Officers’ Training Corps (OTC) camp at Farnborough, and it was there that his fascination with aviation was born. The airfield was much smaller than it is now, and the Royal Aircraft Factory, which subsequently became the Royal Aircraft Establishment, was on the opposite side of the field from the OTC camp. Aircraft were being tested there, which Sholto thought later must have been BE1s and BE2s.16 He became absorbed with the new phenomenon of flying, spending every moment of his spare time on the camp watching from a distance. He wondered wistfully if there was any way that he ‘could indulge in what appeared to be such a wonderful sport’. But as a poor schoolboy, his expectations were not high: ‘I felt in my heart that the chance of ever flying was very remote.’17 He was not aware that the RFC had been formed only a few weeks earlier – nor that he would play such a fundamental part in its development.


Meanwhile Langton achieved increasing success as an art dealer, but his style of living was still relatively modest, largely due to his growing family. At the very least, he was supporting the three boys he had had with Maggie, possibly Annie Castle’s twins, and two girls and a boy that he had with his second wife, Gwendolen. In addition to these, in 1909 and 1912, he fathered two more children, a girl and a boy, with his mistress, Grace Hutchison, who was half Australian and, like the other women in his life, dark-haired and astonishingly beautiful. He had first set eyes on her in 1896 when he was chaplain in Genoa, where she was staying with her sister while on a ‘grand tour’ of Europe, and he had fallen in love, or perhaps lust, with her. Langton would have a relationship with Grace for thirty years, but he never married her, despite promises to do so. For her part, tragically, she regarded him as the love of her life. In the end, in an utter repudiation of any vestige of his father’s Evangelical beliefs, against the strictures of which he had so comprehensively rebelled, Langton’s eighteen children would be born to three wives, the last of whom had been Sholto’s then current girlfriend, and five mistresses. Sholto’s comment later was: ‘It will possibly come as a disappointment to some when I reveal that I am one of my father’s legitimate sons.’18


He was approaching the end of his time at Tonbridge, and being made a prefect brought him face to face with one aspect of school life that he abominated: corporal punishment. He wrote about it at length, feeling that it brutalised those who inflicted it and caused strong resentment in the person upon whom it was perpetrated. He was beaten only once during his time there, and he remembered it all his life, hating the indignity of what he called ‘the whole performance’, and feeling that he was punished unjustly.


Nevertheless, the incident was not without amusement: during drill of the House OTC squad on one of the playing fields, the non-commissioned officer (NCO) in charge, a prefect from another house, somehow managed to get the boys marching line abreast heading straight for a hedge. He failed to issue the order for them to halt, and whereas the others stopped when they reached the hedge awaiting further orders, Sholto alone continued to force his way through it and marched on across the next field. He reasoned that no order had been given to halt, and it was his duty to ignore the obstacles in his path and press on. This was deemed impertinence, for which he was ‘soundly thrashed’.


When he became a prefect himself, he resolved to have nothing whatsoever to do with caning, but many years later, he was accused by someone who had been junior to him at Tonbridge of having beaten him. Sholto was so unhappy about this that he felt compelled to write to the man, by then an Army brigadier, to tell him that he was mistaken. Despite serving in the military for most of his life, there was a strong humanitarian streak in Sholto that considered inflicting any sort of bodily harm on others distasteful to the point of physical revulsion. On the rugby field he was known as a ‘safe tackler’,19 and he considered the sport of boxing particularly loathsome, even though its rules were credited to one of his kinsmen, the 9th Marquess of Queensberry.


Despite coming joint top of the Upper Sixth, Sholto failed to get the classical scholarship to an Oxford college that he so wanted, attributing this to anxiety and shyness in the awe-inspiring atmosphere of the university, but was awarded two exhibitions, for £75 and £30 (together worth approximately £8,500 today). In his leaving report in the summer of 1913, his headmaster wrote: ‘I have an unlimited regard and respect for him, and confidence in him. His ability and thoroughness are unusually great, and he is entirely trustworthy.’20 With these two exhibitions, and some financial help from Langton, Sholto went up to Oxford in the autumn of 1913. On arrival in the creeper-covered quads of Lincoln College, he sat the scholarship examination again, and this time he was successful, ‘converting his try’, and being awarded a classical scholarship of £60 a year. He went on to study Greats – classics and philosophy – but sadly was not to benefit from the hard-won scholarship because it did not become effective until October 1914, and by that time he was ‘engaged in pursuits that were less academic’.


But in 1913, for Sholto and his fellow undergraduates, there was no sign of the cataclysm that would come less than a year later. Life in the colleges involved a whirl of social activity. Sholto’s ambition was to get a good class in his degree, but apart from that, he had no idea at all about what he was going to do with his life. One irksome aspect of the social life was that college restrictions forbade almost all contact with women, even in the city. To meet his girlfriend of the moment, Sholto would have to take the train out of Oxford, stealing a few hours together at Pangbourne or one of the other villages on the Thames. This state of affairs was, he said, ‘not without its own humour’.


With his fine tenor voice, inherited from Langton, Sholto pursued his interest in choral singing by joining the Bach Choir, and continued his habit of reading prolifically. He debated endlessly with his friends, and became interested in the Labour movement, his wide scope of reading taking in Fabian Society pamphlets. He wrote that his interest in socialism ‘came more from a personal conviction than from any academic or intellectual interest. It was bred of an innate sense of a need for justice in the relationships between human beings that had started developing in my mind long before I went up to Oxford.’21


Perhaps as a means of countering the humiliation that she had suffered at her supposedly more ‘upper-class’ husband’s hands, Sholto’s mother had endeavoured to bring up her sons without the consciousness of class that was so prevalent in English society of that time. Of course, Sholto had encountered this when he went to Tonbridge and then to Oxford, realising that for reasons ‘so blatantly unjust, opportunities for all men were by no means equal’. This realisation bred in him a strong dislike of any form of snobbery. He knew how it felt to be diminished and excluded, and his childhood poverty compelled him to identify with the disadvantaged.22 This process led him to become a convinced socialist.23


Sholto pursued his sporting activities, playing football, hockey and rugby, both for his college and in trials for the Varsity side, but at eleven and a half stone, he was considered a little too light for a scrum forward in the Oxford team. He was also an enthusiastic rower. He continued with his military training in the Oxford University OTC, joining the signals section of the infantry, but under the influence of a freshman friend from New Zealand, Denis O’Rorke, coupled with his desire to ride a horse, Sholto transferred to the Artillery. In this way he learned to ride and was able occasionally to borrow a mount, which was fortunate as he was always short of money. By the summer of 1914, he had become a driver in the Artillery section, his drill being on the eighteen-pounder gun, which he did not know then was going to be standard ordnance in the coming conflict.


When Sholto finished what would turn out to be his only year at Oxford, amid the magnificent weather he enjoyed the entertainments of the London season, going to the theatre with his mother and brothers. This summer idyll was barely marred by a report on 28 June of yet another incident in the ‘tiresome Balkans’, as Sholto called them. The heir to the throne of Austro-Hungary and his wife had been assassinated ‘in a far off town in Bosnia by the name of Sarajevo’. There were ‘vague murmurings’ that this might precipitate a war, but hardly anyone outside those involved in international affairs took them seriously, Sholto included.24
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Map of Sholto’s airfields on the Western Front in World War I.








CHAPTER THREE



THE SIREN CALL TO WAR


The idyll was shattered when Germany invaded Belgium on 3 August 1914, and the following day Britain declared war on Germany in response to its deliberate violation of our ally’s neutrality. The official air historian, Walter Raleigh, wrote: ‘The invasion of Belgium by German troops during the first few weeks of the war, and the ordered cruelties inflicted by those troops on a helpless population, set England on fire.’1 Sholto and most of his fellow students at Lincoln College volunteered for service. Applying for a commission in the Artillery, he was summoned for an interview and referred for medical examination. He was surprised and disgusted when told by the medical officer that he had failed due to his flat feet. Sholto being Sholto, he argued with the examining officer, emphasising his sporting prowess and questioning why flat feet were of concern for the Artillery. He won his argument and was promptly passed fit for active service.


So Sholto received his Royal Field Artillery (RFA) commission as a Second Lieutenant on 15 August. He wrote:




I find it a little touching to recall that I went into action mounted on a horse with a sword dangling at my saddle-bow. My views then about war were quite unrealistic and far from serious … We who were in our late teens and our early twenties in 1914 did not know that war could produce a depth of misery to which even death would be preferable; and we did not know then anything about the horror that was to be inflicted upon what came to be so well known as the Western Front.2





After a short artillery course at Shoeburyness, he was posted to the RFA depot in Newcastle, from where, in early October, he was sent to the Ammunition Column of the Fifth Brigade, Royal Horse Artillery (RHA), part of the Eighth Division. He remarked: ‘Quite by chance, I had found my way into the company of the élite of the gunners; and to my delight I learnt that we were due to make an early move to France.’ He was given a handsome young black charger named Tommy, of whom, he said, ‘I became quite inordinately proud. For his sake as well as my own I tried hard to put up a good show.’3


The Fifth Brigade RHA departed for France in early November and was to support the newly established front line at Laventie, a little way south of the river Lys. At first, the shortage of ammunition was so acute that each gun was rationed to firing just four rounds per day, so the threat they posed to the enemy was minimal. The guns were positioned in revetted pits4 just behind the lines, and Sholto’s task in the Ammunition Column was to keep them supplied with shells from the depot in the rear. Each day as darkness was falling over the battlefields, when there was still enough light to see where they were going but not enough for the Germans to observe them, the duty officer in charge, sometimes Sholto, led two or three horse-drawn wagons up to the gun emplacements. It was usually dark by the time they arrived. Despite precautions taken, Sholto remarked in a letter to his father that quite a number of officers had been killed or wounded by snipers, and that it was not safe for him to stroll about at night without some means of self-defence, for instance when he was turning out the guard. So he asked Langton to send him a small automatic pistol with ammunition. Snipers were not the only danger with which Sholto and his fellow gunners had to contend. Due to the position of the gun pits, enemy shells were a very present danger, and Sholto remembered being deeply frightened at first, but later on, he became accustomed to the shelling, if that is ever possible.


During that first winter of the war in France, Sholto and his fellow soldiers had to endure almost constant rain, turning the soft ground into vast tracts of clinging, sticky mud, interspersed with bitter cold and hard frosts. He wrote to Langton in December: ‘The men are over their knees in water in the trenches largely owing to the fact that the Germans are deliberately trying to swamp us by damming the river and ditches.’5 So he asked his father to send him four pairs of gumboots for his sergeants. There is no record of any letters between Sholto and his mother during this period. While one would not expect Maggie to have provided him with a pistol, it was generally mothers who provided the emotional and practical support for their sons at the Front, in the shape of letters and parcels. Of her three sons, however, Sholto was the one with whom Maggie had the least sympathy. He was the most like his father in character, being robustly independent. However, he was sensitive enough to realise that money was still tight for her, so he would not have wished to ask her for anything that would place an extra burden on her.


Langton, meanwhile, was eager to share in his son’s experience, despite being over fifty. Though the upper age limit for joining up was thirty-five, those enlisting in the Army as privates were not required to produce a birth certificate, so he lied outrageously about his age, saying that he was thirty-four years and ten months. He had dyed his greying hair so that on the Short Service Attestation form was written ‘dark brown’. Being of an exceptionally robust constitution, he wangled his way past the Army authorities without any difficulty and was accepted into the ranks of the Fourth Public Schools’ Battalion of Royal Fusiliers as a private on 6 October 1914. So it was that he followed Sholto and his brother Bobby, who had applied for a commission in the same month straight from school, into the war. While training on Salisbury Plain in October and early November, Langton found the unusually harsh weather most definitely not to his taste, so he had his tailor in London line the tunic of his private’s uniform with musquash to keep out the worst of the cold. It was a relief to him when his application for a commission in the Royal Army Service Corps was accepted on 11 November, even though the deceit about his age had been discovered.


In October and November 1914, the First Battle of Ypres in the Flemish part of Belgium was the scene of the heaviest fighting on the Western Front. Out of the ferocious hand-to-hand combat as the British Army resisted the German advance, that famous bulge in the Front known as the Ypres Salient was formed. As autumn merged into that first winter of the war, it was not only the situation for the men that was miserable. Sholto was deeply depressed by the conditions the horses were having to endure. The historian Cyril Falls observed that WWI was a war of horses: ‘Man had from the remotest times taken his “best friends” to war, but had seldom slaughtered them on such a scale.’6 A conservative estimate is that eight million horses and countless mules and donkeys perished in the conflict, not only from the horrors of shell fire and gas attacks, but also from the terrible weather and appalling conditions in which they were kept. Some sources rate the total number much higher, at between nine and ten million. Apart from his work in the Ammunition Column, Sholto spent much of his day exercising and looking after them. He felt helpless to alleviate their suffering, but he did try to build up hard ground out of rubble on which they could stand for protection against the traumas of foot rot, although he realised that even that was hopeless.


Soon after joining the RHA, Sholto had begun to have simmering disagreements with his commanding officer (CO), which added to his troubles. Things came to a head one day when he expressed the view that there was an urgent need for a change in ammunition type. He felt that high-explosive was needed instead of the exclusive use of shrapnel, which was of little value in trench warfare. He explained later:




Having been case-hardened in the traditions of the Royal Horse Artillery, my CO looked upon all subalterns, and in particular his own, as utter non-entities. But I was fresh from Oxford, where the undergraduate has always regarded talking as an important part of his way of life and freedom of speech as an essential.7





That Sholto had had the temerity to express his views caused a pronounced frostiness between them thereafter, so when an order was circulated inviting subalterns to volunteer as observers in the RFC, he seized the opportunity. At that time, the main work of the RFC was spotting and ranging for the Artillery, so it was thought that gunners would make the best observers.


Sholto had been in France for just under two months when he received orders to report for duty with No. 2 Squadron, then operating from a field near Merville, approximately six and a half kilometres from Estaires, where he was billeted. On 11 October 1914, one of the most appalling tragedies of WWI had unfolded in this small French town when forty local civilians were used by the Germans as human shields in their defence of a bridge over the Lys against attack by the French. All of these citizens were killed despite French efforts to avoid shooting them.


Just over two months later, on Boxing Day 1914, three days after his twenty-first birthday, Sholto mounted his treasured charger Tommy, and in the company of his groom, rode the twelve kilometres to the airfield across the flat, highly cultivated farmland that surrounds the Lys. He wrote:




I cannot believe that there are many Air Force officers, and certainly not of the most senior rank, who first reported at a squadron headquarters for duty in their new service mounted on a charger and accompanied by a groom. I sent my groom back with Tommy to my old unit, and that was the last that I was ever to see of either of them.8





The only adverse criticism that he received from anybody on joining the RFC came from his mother, who said: ‘You must be mad.’


Even as a temporary aerodrome, Merville had few advantages, but as a permanent base for an operational squadron it was one of the most badly chosen sites in this flat area of France. Where the two L-shaped runways intersected, the ground was very uneven, with a gentle slope down to the river, which certainly added to the excitement of landing. Everywhere there were thickets and ditches, and the canvas aircraft hangars had a habit of blowing down whenever there was a high wind. So Sholto was introduced to the vital part that weather played in the conduct of the air war, most notably the prevailing westerly wind, which was a continual and severe handicap for pilots in the RFC flying into it back to base, but which in turn helped the Germans to slip back over their lines when being pursued by the British.


After the rigid discipline of the RHA, Sholto found the free and easy way in which things were done in the RFC much more to his liking: ‘I was now in the company of individualists, some of whom, I was soon to find, could even be regarded as eccentrics if not downright crazy. All that, in itself, held for me a distinct attraction.’9 Even the official historian noted: ‘No one who covets a life of routine, with defined duties and limited liabilities, ever yet took up with aviation as a profession.’10 Individualism such as Sholto displayed was seen to be an attribute in this new branch of military service.


Due to the shortage of aircraft in the RFC, Sholto’s instruction as an observer was ‘somewhat meagre’.11 First, he had to learn to signal in Morse code with an electric lamp. In the bitter winter weather, he spent days sitting in the old barn on the aerodrome learning this new skill. Then one day in January, his CO told him casually that he was to go for his first flight. He and his flight commander made a reconnaissance sortie over the front lines in the direction of Lille on 27 January. Sholto had never flown in an aeroplane, and he had almost no idea at all of where they were from the moment they took off until they landed. To add to the thrill, this first ever flight as an observer was on an operational war patrol under heavy anti-aircraft fire. From that point on, he flew many sorties, teaching himself how to map-read from the air, and through a process of trial and error he became rapidly more proficient. Despite his first reconnaissance flight being recorded in the squadron’s work summary as ‘unsuccessful’, surprisingly, his service record states that he qualified officially as an observer on that date. Just over six weeks after first arriving at Merville, the notification of his permanent transfer to the RFC came through.


The aviation historian John Morrow has written: ‘The RFC treated the observer’s demanding and essential role casually and encouraged observers to become pilots.’12 Although the pilot is the captain and in control of the aircraft, Walter Raleigh noted,




it is equally true to say that a higher degree of cold-drawn courage is demanded from the observer. He suffers with the pilot for all the pilot’s mistakes. For hours together he has nothing to do but to sit still and keep his eyes open. He has not the relief that activity and the sense of control give to strained nerves.13





As an observer, Sholto played a pioneering role in the development of aerial photography in the RFC. Soon after he joined No. 2 Squadron, it became known that in his schooldays he had been interested in photography, so he was promptly appointed the squadron specialist. He began to photograph the German trenches, writing to his father that he had taken several snapshots from a height of 5,000 feet. During the period January–April 1915, Sholto made thirty-two photographic reconnaissance sorties with his pilots, almost all of which yielded results, although bad weather sometimes hampered their efforts.


Sholto’s early efforts at photography found their way into the official history:




He cut a rectangular hole in the bottom of his cockpit in a BE2a, and his practice, when the area to be photographed nearly filled the aperture, was to push his camera through the hole and take his snapshot. ‘This procedure’, he says, ‘was not too easy in the cramped space available, especially as the weather was cold and bulky flying kit a necessity. Each plate had to be changed by hand, and I spoilt many plates by clumsy handling with frozen fingers. A proportion of the photographs, however, were successful.’14





During one early sortie, when tasked with photographing the headquarters of Crown Prince Rupprecht of Bavaria in a suburb of Lille, Sholto took the first ever air photograph of an enemy airfield.15


Before the Allied attack on Neuve Chapelle in March 1915, continuing work by Sholto and C. C. Darley, the photographic officer in neighbouring No. 3 Squadron, led to photography playing its first important role in an infantry offensive. The official history stated: ‘For the first time in its history, the British Army went into action with a picture of the hidden intricacies of the enemy defences, and, after the first assault, bombing parties were able to make their way, without loss of time, to their separate objectives.’16 The historian Maryam Philpott has noted: ‘The value of the maps made by the Royal Flying Corps ensured that not only would aeroplanes have an invaluable role in warfare, but also in Britain’s commercial future.’17 Despite the early capture of Neuve Chapelle and its arterial roads, largely due to the efforts of the RFC in mapping and the increasing use of directing the Artillery by wireless onto the positions of active hostile batteries, the British were not able to exploit their early success. A further advance was prevented by enemy ‘strong points’, along which the new German lines were built after the battle.
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