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            FOREWORD BY FIONA MACCARTHY OBE

            ROBERT HARLING, MAN OF MYSTERY

         

         Who was Robert Harling? The author of this wonderfully candid memoir of his great friend Ian Fleming was well known in his day as a typographer and type designer, architectural critic, advertising executive and a notably long-serving editor of House & Garden back in the great era of the glossy magazines. Harling, a handsome and rather raffish character, who stalked around Mayfair in a black fedora, was a key figure in mid-twentieth-century graphic design. He makes an appearance in The Spy Who Loved Me as the expert compositor on the Chelsea Clarion. There are elements of Harling that are clearly recognisable in Fleming’s creation of the character of Bond. Through two decades of close male camaraderie, which started in wartime naval intelligence, Harling and Fleming shared a multitude of esoteric interests, including an intrepid fascination with sex.

         Harling was a master of obfuscation. No one knew where he had viiicome from. He romanticised his past. So much so that even I – a friend of his for forty years, veteran of countless intimate lunches at the Causerie in Claridge’s (Robert’s favourite place for entertaining female friends) – swallowed the tale he told about his parents dying young and Robert, as a boy, being brought up in Brighton by a family friend, whose husband was a dairyman. This was the account he gave in his semi-autobiographical novel Amateur Sailor, published (typically) under a pseudonym, Nicholas Drew.

         It only emerged later, after Robert’s death in 2008 at the age of ninety-eight, when I came to write his entry for the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, that both his parents had survived until well into their seventies. His father had been a taxi driver living in north London. This was where the young ‘Robbie’ was brought up and went to school. He had also drawn a veil over the fact of his first marriage to a young drapery saleswoman named Mary Adelaide. Harling later became an accomplished thriller writer, but his towering achievement was to fictionalise himself.

         When Harling first met Fleming in late summer 1939, just before the outbreak of the Second World War, he was already well established both as a designer and a typographic entrepreneur. With his friend James Shand, Harling conceived and published an innovative specialist graphics magazine. Instead of simply covering conventional fine printing, Typography included lettering on every level. The first issues, for instance, featured Kardomah tea labels; the second contained an analysis of train ticket typography. Harling’s eclectic tastes in typographical ephemera anticipated 1960s pop culture in a fascinating way.

         Typography formed an immediate bond between the two men, when it emerged that Ian Fleming had subscribed to the magazine right from the beginning. Fleming was, by then, already working surreptitiously in naval intelligence. He had been impressed by Harling’s ‘News-Reel Maps’ for the News Chronicle, a series of data maps and captions containing information for the general public on likely ixGerman invasion points in the coming war. Fleming recruited Robert to redesign the admiralty’s then lamentably dowdy Weekly Intelligence Report over the first of what developed into a long series of convivial and confidential male-to-male lunch meetings, first at Scott’s and later on at the Etoile.

         What I love about this memoir is the vivid sense it gives us of the burgeoning friendship between two witty, clever, sophisticated men, very different in background: Fleming, with his establishment values derived from Eton, Sandhurst, the City and the admiralty; Harling, working-class in origin, a self-invented man of charm, ambition and professional finesse. The two men shared a certain inner loneliness. War suited both of them. They both had a taste for action, an almost boyish longing for adventure and escapade.

         Harling, always a keen sailor, had volunteered for the navy in the early days of war. In May 1940, in charge of a whaler, he took part in the evacuation of Dunkirk. Promoted to a sub-lieutenant, he then became the navigator of a Corvette, on convoy duty in the Western Approaches. In 1941, conscious of his special talents, Fleming extracted Robert from the navy, recruiting him to work in the Inter-Services Topographical Division (ISTD). This department interacted closely with intelligence in collecting information on ports, beaches and other potential enemy targets. It was something of a cloak-and-dagger operation.

         Harling’s far-flung foreign forays, travelling under cover, often to exotic places, gave scope for unlimited sexual liaisons. One of these was with Andrée, Parisienne mistress of a ‘Turkish bigwig’, encountered, Harling tells us, through eye-to-eye contact in an Istanbul café. Harling’s ISTD travels and diversions, reported back to Fleming in such novelistic detail, have obvious parallels in Fleming’s fictional James Bond. Remember, it was Harling to whom Fleming first confided, over a wartime picnic of Calvados and rations in 1944, his intention to write ‘the spy novel to end all spy novels’. James Bond bears a distinct resemblance to Robert in his sardonic elegance of manner and his cool sexual expertise.x

         Robert talked of Fleming often, with affection and admiration. But, more than I had realised, Fleming played an increasingly influential role in Harling’s professional career. After ISTD, Fleming summoned him to join 30 Assault Unit (30AU), the outfit referred to by Robert as ‘Fleming’s Secret Navy’, formed to operate on the front line at the end of the war to capture German codebooks, wireless equipment and security documents before these could be destroyed by the retreating enemy. Harling became the unit’s expert on mines and minefields.

         It was also Ian Fleming who used his influence as foreign manager of the Sunday Times to get Robert appointed typographical consultant to the paper – a weekend job he doted on, adoring the dramas of the ever-changing Saturday night front pages. The journalistic world of power politics enthralled him, and Robert’s Fleet Street thriller, The Paper Palace (published in 1951), is the best of all his fiction, chillingly observant of the journalistic mores of the time.

         Another Fleming introduction brought Harling to House & Garden, the Condé Nast magazine based in Vogue House, which he ruled as a wonderfully autocratic editor from 1957 until 1993. It was here, as his so-called merchandise editor in the 1960s, that I first got to know Robert, who ran his small staff of mini-skirted young assistants like an amiable harem, extracting us one by one for lunch or coffee and a rundown on our sex lives. He never got the hang of feminism.

         Reading this memoir brings Robert Harling back to me in his gloriously risqué, idiosyncratic wit. Whether the subject of discussion is gussetless knickers (a favourite of Harling’s) or sadomasochistic sex (Fleming seems to have liked it, Harling certainly does not), their recreated dialogue discussions, as Harling recollects them, are immensely entertaining. But more valuable still is Harling’s view of Fleming as the ‘deeply ingrained melancholic’, who never quite recovered from the death of his glamorous, devoted (although endlessly put-upon), chestnut-blonde girlfriend Muriel Wright. Muriel – Wren despatch-rider, crack polo-player, James Bond girl xipersonified – was killed in one of the final doodlebug raids on London by a bomb descending on her elegant mews house.

         Harling shows all his novelist’s acumen in his account of Ian Fleming’s eventual marriage to ‘Annie’, the socialite ex-wife of Lord Rothermere. He watches with dismay and a growing fascination ‘the gradual dissolution of their early passion into their tragically querulous relationship’. Fleming’s miseries stand in stark contrast to Harling’s own demonstrably happy marriage to Phoebe Konstam, a well-known Harley Street psychiatrist’s assistant, whom he spotted in Regent Street and later on accosted with his usual sexual aplomb in Leicester Square.

         Phoebe was a beautiful woman with a penchant for gold shoes. They lived in an exquisite eighteenth-century Gothic house in Surrey, hung with paintings by Eric Ravilious and Edward Bawden – Robert Harling’s friends. The Harlings had three children, Nicholas, Simon and Amanda, all of whom became writers. Robert carried on ‘scribbling’, as he liked to call it, into his great old age.

         This memoir of Ian Fleming, Harling’s last substantial work, throws new light on the creator of 007, but I think it reveals just as much of Robert Harling himself – that debonair and dashing, multi-talented, enchanting and extremely private man.
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            CHAPTER 1

            WEEKLY INTELLIGENCE REPORT

         

         I first met Ian Lancaster Fleming a month or so before the outbreak of the Second World War. I was a guest at a publisher’s scrum masquerading as a book launch party in Bedford Square, doubtless one of the last of those publicity-prodding ventures before Hitler vanquished their viability.

         A brief and seemingly carefree introduction by bibliographer John Carter implied that Fleming and I shared interests in typography and bibliography, and should become acquainted. Fleming was about 6ft tall, of athletic build with strong features, dark-haired and conventionally attired in a dark blue double-breasted suit.

         Carter then left us to our own exchanges, which soon established that his implications had been well founded: Fleming, a book collector – of a somewhat dilettante order, as I learned later – and myself, a graphic designer and typographer on behalf of book, magazine and newspaper publishers, printers and others. The encounter seemed to sponsor immediate mutual interest and we were soon well away, talking much the same lingo within our first ten minutes.2

         Inevitably, we began to discuss the monograph written jointly by Carter and another eminent bibliographer Graham Pollard concerning a group of literary forgeries by a would-be literary scholar. The publication had prompted quite a flutter of esoteric fame for the authors among book collectors, scholars and dealers. We were both clearly admirers of the work. ‘A superb piece of detective work,’ Fleming opined, following my comment that the title of the slim volume – An Enquiry into the Nature of Certain Nineteenth-Century Pamphlets – was the most covetable title I had come across in recent years. Fleming admitted sharing my view, adding, smiling: ‘But you scarcely seem to practise these titular extravaganzas yourself. I’ve been a subscriber to your magazine with its singular title from its very first number.’

         I admitted that he had a point. Typography was the simple but comprehensive title of a somewhat spasmodic quarterly I edited, having co-founded its publication three years previously with James Shand, owner of the Shenval Press. As printers of the experimental, expensively produced journal, we were concerned exclusively with recondite typographical matters – from early type designers to modern newspaper presentation. Eight issues had been published at 2 shillings a copy. War was to end publication. Occasionally, I see sets listed at vastly enhanced prices in catalogues of rare books: I recently noticed a set on offer by an East Anglian bookseller for well over £100.

         In the course of our ensuing conversation, Fleming confessed that he had asked Carter to set up the evening’s introduction, as he had been considering asking my advice on what he thought might prove an unusual typographical task. And certainly unprofitable, he added. His Majesty’s Government would doubtless prove, as usual, a miserly paymaster. Intrigued, I said I would be interested, despite the bureaucratic shortcomings.

         A few days later, Fleming telephoned and suggested meeting. We agreed on lunching at Scott’s, then in Coventry Street, overlooking Haymarket, apparently a long-favoured base for both of us. We duly met. He seemed somewhat surprised when I opted for mineral 3water to match his choice of a somewhat stronger concoction; I was also somewhat surprised by his relentless cigarette-smoking. My zest for playing squash and sailing had kept me a confirmed non-smoker. Happily, however, we agreed on the virtues of grilled plaice, a speciality of the house.

         After opening generalities, Fleming outlined his typographical request: unusual but simple. Would I be willing to make suggestions for improving the presentation of an admiralty journal that had come his way? He thought I would find the task interesting, but, he repeated, formidably unremunerative.

         On my ready acceptance of the task, he said he would ask Charles Morgan – the theatrical critic and playwright, who, by some remote circumstance, was also involved in the publication – to give me a call. Understandably, I queried the nature of the eminent critic’s involvement in these naval matters.

         ‘Well, he was a Dartmouth type once upon a time – in what we call the Great War, although I think a greater may be on the way. He slips into the admiralty from time to time as a kind of communications mandarin – and probably to keep in touch with one or two of his long-ago naval contemporaries. He also takes a keen interest in the journal I’ve just mentioned.’

         ‘A journal with a covetable title, no doubt.’

         ‘Highly doubtful. The Weekly Intelligence Report, more generally known as the WIR. Morgan will bring a copy.’

         I was curious to meet the critic, reputedly one of the most affectedly mannered Fleet Street practitioners, and certainly one of the most influential commentators on the worth or otherwise of new plays. I was also even more curious about Fleming’s own connection with the admiralty and casually sought enlightenment. After all, he was again sporting a dark blue suit, this time single-breasted, far removed from naval provenance.

         ‘Oh, I also slip into the admiralty from time to time,’ he said smoothly, as if this were a daily stint for most Londoners.4

         ‘I see,’ I said, seeing nothing at all.

         We then returned to our respective interests in the publishing world. His own were perhaps somewhat odd, he admitted, for he was far more concerned with book collecting than book design. Indeed, he had commissioned Percy Muir, the eminent bookseller and bibliographer – a mutual friend, we discovered – to collect what he jocularly termed – although not in public, he hastened to add – ‘milestones of original thought’.

         ‘Starting with what or with whom? Genesis?’

         ‘Not quite that far back,’ he said, grinning. ‘Mainly first editions. Darwin’s Origin of Species, which Muir got for a tenner; Lenin’s ‘Communist Manifesto’, which cost a good deal more; Einstein’s Relativity. That kind of thing.’

         ‘That kind of thing,’ I repeated dimly, as if we had been discussing a somewhat esoteric story in the front page of that morning’s copy of The Times.

         He grinned. ‘And your own?’

         ‘Designing anything that needs to be printed: from tea labels to timetables; from dust wrappers to maps concerning the coming war – these, rather a recent venture.’

         He was, suddenly, quite clearly interested: ‘Maps for whom or what?’

         I mentioned these recent additions to my graphic endeavours: so-called ‘News-Reel Maps’ for the News Chronicle. The maps also carried panelled captions – for which I was also responsible – listing details of population, industrial output, military strength and/or weakness in those areas susceptible to likely German and/or Italian expansion. ‘Simple data maps for the coming war. Made-to-measure info for the newspaper public,’ I concluded.

         He nodded. He’d seen them. Was I also responsible for those other regular and up-to-the minute maps and captions in the News Chronicle: the so-called ‘Strategy Tests’? They seemed to be by the same hand.

         ‘The very same,’ I agreed.

         5 ‘Quite unusual and imaginative journalistic innovations,’ Fleming declared, continuing: Did I see much of Gerald Barry?

         Occasionally, I said, but I dealt mainly with Philip Jordan, the foreign editor, or with Paul Reilly, features editor. I had, however, begun to see the editor during recent weeks. ‘Strategy Tests’ had aroused a good deal of interest among readers, prompting numerous letters and suggestions. More space was now being given to the maps and texts. Occasionally they were even featured on the leader page.

         How did I get and check my facts?

         ‘The London Library, mainly. Or the press offices of the various embassies. Or the News Chronicle’s own library people. All very helpful. Most knowledgeable characters when the subject is the coming war.’

         Fleming nodded and confessed himself an avid reader of newspapers. He was amused to learn that I was both cartographer and captioneer, and interested to learn that I was also discussing with Gerald Barry the possibility of a fresh typographical design for the paper. This item of news seemed of particular interest to Fleming.

         ‘Interesting,’ he mused. ‘Any major interests outside typography?’

         ‘Not many. Historic smaller houses, skipping most of the stately homes. Winter sailing, racing a national 12-footer with the Ranelagh Club at weekends on the Thames; crewing in various off-shore races in the summer. Plus a lively interest in the opposite sex. Not necessarily in that order, of course,’ I concluded.

         And his own? He grinned and obliged. ‘Golf. Bridge. Dining out. And, yes,’ he added, ‘I also share your third choice. Also not in that order.’

         Our main interests thus established, we drifted back to newspapers. I gathered that he occasionally played bridge with Lord Kemsley, owner of the Sunday Times. Hence, no doubt, his interest in all aspects of my News Chronicle connection. And, along with Sefton Delmer of the Daily Express, he had covered for Reuters the fairly recent trial in Moscow of the Vickers engineers accused of spying. Currently, however, he was spending a good deal of his time at the admiralty. 6

         Although still curious, I forbore to probe deeper.

         Our meal proved to be a lengthy and pleasurable indulgence with exchanges of views, prejudices and so forth. We seemed to have a good deal in common. By three o’clock we agreed that we would soon meet again.

         Our exchanges had included our respective addresses: ‘to guarantee answers to future requests for typographical data’ in Fleming’s words. I thus learned that he lived in Ebury Street in what I had hitherto assumed, en passant, to be a Nonconformist chapel with an impressively pedimented columned façade. Not so, Fleming affirmed. The building was now divided into four flats, one of which he rented. He was equally interested to learn that I lived in one of a score of recently built flats skilfully infiltrated into a mainly Georgian cul-de-sac off Fleet Street. We were amused to learn that we both resided in fairly unusual quarters in central London.

         We parted at the top of Haymarket. I had enjoyed our meeting. Fleming had proved a lively companion. I suspected that his interest in the opposite sex was unlikely to be one-sided. He was ready-made for depiction by any lively portraitist as a successful yet fairly carefree man-about-town. And clearly very English.

         During the following week I lunched with Percy Muir, one of the most enlivening and agreeable worldlings I have known: bookseller in the West End, bibliographer of wide renown and loyal subscriber to Typography. He was interested to learn of my current typographical endeavours and amused by my confession to puzzlement concerning Fleming’s hobby. Years later, I noticed that Muir was referred to as ‘cockney’ by one of Fleming’s biographers, a woefully erroneous reference to this quietly spoken, agreeably articulated raconteur and most urbane and erudite of bibliographers. Concerning Fleming’s bibliographical interests, Muir admitted: ‘He gives me a free hand to seek out these volumes to add to his library, which must already be worth quite a packet.’

         ‘A customer worth having.’ 7

         ‘True enough, if only he didn’t want each volume he acquires for his collection to be boxed in a black, board case and with his coat of arms on the side. I hadn’t even known he had one.’

         ‘Most of us have. Look into the history of the Muirs. You’ll find one.’

         ‘I think I’ll concentrate on the Flemings – or this one, anyway, for the moment.’

         ‘Is he loaded?’

         ‘Somehow I don’t think so, but I’m told his mother is. Anyway, he always seems able to buy the books I suggest, although he invariably tries beating down the price of most of them.’

         ‘Even though he picks your brains for finding the bargains?’

         ‘He’s a Scot. I’m a Scot. We understand these side issues.’

         ‘God help the rest of us.’

         Muir laughed. ‘You seem to get along well with Shand – another total Scot.’

         ‘True enough,’ I agreed.

         ‘I think Ian’s on to something really worthwhile with his unusual hobby. He’s only thirty or so. If he lives to be sixty, I reckon his collection will be worth a modest fortune.’

         ‘D’you know what he does at the admiralty?’

         ‘Not the foggiest. I gather he’s in some intelligence outfit there.’

         We left the subject of Fleming at that and moved on to more wide-ranging gossip, concerning the bookish world, for Muir was not only the leading expert on all aspects of children’s books but also a bibliographer of rare percipience in wider fields, especially in that division of the bookish world he was beginning to corner on Fleming’s behalf. Decades later, well after the deaths of both men, the collection assembled for Fleming was to be sold at a lofty price to a university library in the United States.

         A day or so later, following a languid introductory telephone call, the elegant and affectedly Byronic Charles Morgan came to the office-atelier on the top floor of a magnificent Adam house in Hertford Street, Mayfair, owned by Lord Delamere, director of an up-and-coming 8 advertising agency that retained my supposedly relevant talents as semi-resident art director.

         Morgan was above middle height, bony, grey-faced, slow-moving, somewhat self-consciously portentous, I thought, and seemingly underfed and over-worried. His comments were uttered very quietly, almost deferentially, more in the manner of a bypassed bishop than a lionised literator with an impressive renown as novelist, playwright and critic. I decided I was probably one of the few of my generation who had read both The Fountain, his recent novel and bestseller, and his long-ago first book, The Gun Room, in which he had given the Royal Navy a rough handling, recording the savage treatment meted out to mid-shipmen before, during and after the First World War.

         The admiralty journal which Morgan tabled for discussion that afternoon – the WIR – was issued to naval officers in ships and stations at home and abroad. The publication, an 8-by-5-inch green-paper-covered stapled booklet, was an extremely dull example of a typical current house magazine. From my comments I imagine Morgan thought he might be in for shocks. My first thought was that the doubtless intriguing contents deserved a more lively presentation than that used for the contents of the booklet I retained for consideration and restyling.

         My first submission, made to Morgan a week later – after discovering that the WIR was engrossingly readable throughout – demonstrated how the WIR could (and, I hoped, should) become a serious tabloid news sheet, which, I contended, would be more readily welcomed in ward rooms than the currently dull-looking booklet, more akin to a church magazine or bureaucratic report than a lively up-to-the-minute naval news sheet with unusually interesting reports and features. Why should such interesting narrations be so dolefully hidden within such a dreary format?

         I could see that Morgan was quite horrified by my suggestions and the dummy I put before him. He shook his head despondently, clearly convinced that Fleming had sent him to a zombie and quite certain 9 that their lordships would be horrified by my outrageous suggestions which, presumably, he was determined they should never see, lest he was associated with so outlandish a project.

         I accepted this would-be gentlemanly thumbs down and, a few days later, submitted a revised dummy along relevant but trad lines, which, I hoped, might still manage to provide naval officers with a more readable journal. Morgan telephoned to say that everyone concerned had agreed to these suggestions and he wished to pass on their commendations. He was clearly relieved. An appreciative note from Fleming followed from Ebury Street, with a postscript to say that he hoped that we would meet again and that he was still keeping in touch with the oncoming war via my continuing News Chronicle ‘News-Reel Maps’ and ‘Strategy Tests’. Meanwhile, he had passed the OK to the admiralty pay-bobs for what proved to be the modest fee he had predicted.

         I sent a note to Ebury Street mentioning my amusement and not a little confusion in my sessions with Morgan, adding that I would doubtless see my simple amendments to the WIR somewhere distant on active service, which seemed to be imminent.

         Apart from a couple of amatory missives, that casual note proved one of the more significant messages I have penned in what has, against various odds, proved quite a long life.10
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            CHAPTER 2

            RECALL FROM WESTERN APPROACHES

         

         I volunteered for the Royal Navy on Monday, the second day of the second great war of the twentieth century. My gesture was neither gallant nor zestful, for I was (and remain) more inclined to seek accord rather than discord in most controversies that come my way. Yet this seemed the logical and doubtless inevitable action for anyone in a situation similar to my own.

         I was in my late twenties. I was fit. I sailed. I swam. I climbed. I was keen on travel. More to the point, perhaps, I was free of dependents. Indeed, my responsibilities were probably as minimal as a man could have, living in the heart of London. Hence my shaky belief that I might be of that material from which the admiralty affirmed in various public notices a wartime naval officer could possibly be fashioned. The details I proffered were noted: I was informed that I would be interviewed in due course.

         Meanwhile, in company with a score of other aspirants, I was 12swotting for a first mate’s ticket, then deemed a ‘must’ for any aspirant hopeful for a commission and soon to be facing a naval interviewing board. We were under twice-weekly instruction from an ex-Merchant Marine officer, one Captain O. M. Watts, in an office-turned-seminary above the yacht equipment showroom he had founded just off Piccadilly.

         An unscheduled and certainly unexpected spin-off from this course was an invitation, during one of our afternoon sessions, to take part in what was already proving to be a major naval evacuation of our defeated army driven back to the French coast and now ‘assembling’ – if that was the word – on the beaches outside the port of Dunkirk. The evacuation was likely to continue through the following days and nights, possibly over the rest of the week. This side of the invitation seemed somewhat vague, Captain Watts admitted. Nobody knew anything for certain. Who was game to go? Almost everyone present – a score or so – said ‘Snap.’ Three hours later, we foregathered opposite Green Park and were transported to Greenwich in Royal Navy vans.

         I thus found myself a naval volunteer given a temporary wartime ranking – termed T124, I seem to recall. As I had had experience of seagoing craft, I was put in charge of one of the several somewhat antique Royal Navy (RN) whalers resuscitated from heaven knows where. These were to be towed by Thames tugs cross-channel until the Dunkirk beaches were reached under cover of darkness. The whalers would then be cast off to be rowed ashore to help rescue our troops on the beaches now under continuous bombardment from the German forces encircling the port. The exercise was given high marks in the semi-official figures of our rescued army forces, published much later. So, rather earlier than expected, I experienced the sharper end of modern war at fairly close quarters.

         Within a week of those historic events – which I duly recorded in the News Chronicle and over the BBC – I was summoned to a fairly bleak office in Grosvenor Gardens to be interviewed by three senior officers in the Royal Navy: two captains and a commander, clearly plucked from retirement. Dutifully, I answered their questions concerning 13 schooling, sailing, craft, career. Inevitably Dunkirk, headline of the hour, cropped up. My inquisitors suddenly switched from their Q&A routine to requests for first-hand reportage. The interview lengthened until the senior of the trio said: ‘Well, Harling, many thanks. Very interesting indeed. We must let you go now, but I think you can take it from here that you are in!’

         The others, smiling, nodded heartily.

         Two mornings later I received instructions to report for training to HMS King Alfred, a so-called stone frigate, but more accurately and prosaically, an intended public recreational centre recently built on the esplanade at Hove in Sussex.

         In this manner I became an Acting Temporary Probationary Sub-Lieutenant Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve. No man gets much above himself with that prelude to his identity. The Royal Navy defines its echelons most clearly.

         Further experiences of the sharper end of war soon followed. Despite the admiralty’s deprecatory touch denoting my rank as a naval officer, I was appointed to navigating duties in a corvette engaged in North Atlantic convoy escort duties.

         Without overmuch conceit, I might have expected in due course to gain command of a corvette, as did Nicholas Monserrat and other contemporaries in King Alfred. In time of war, sea lords have always been prepared to lower their impeccable standards for those untouched by Dartmouth tutelage. With consummate authority they cast their nets more widely to enmesh likely hopefuls for advancement, especially those possessed of commendation from a senior officer concerning officer-like qualities and so forth. I knew that I was regarded by my commander as a fairly efficient navigating officer and that sooner rather than later I would be enmeshed.

         Thanks, however, to the lack of justice in this uncertain world – in which I have long had substantial faith – that casual meeting with Fleming in the immediate pre-war period sponsored evasion of this seemingly inevitable nautical net. 14

         Hence a modest but necessary divergence to my narrative.

         In Oxford, around the same time, late 1941, Colonel Sam Bassett of the Royal Marines, head of the fledgling Inter-Services Topographical Department (ISTD) decided that he needed to add to his staff of geographers, hydrographers and academics, mostly drawn from a variety of donnish disciplines, an officer for peripatetic but scarcely specific duties. This officer would probably be Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve (RNVR), would probably have been a one-time amateur sailor with some knowledge of charts, maps, plans and the rest of the cartographical miscellany, and, preferably, one who had possibly been a pre-war journalist with some investigative experience and able to present his findings in a no-nonsense prose.

         In his search for the officer with these simple, but, to the service mind, somewhat otherworldly and obscure qualifications, Colonel Bassett turned (more or less inevitably, I later learned) for advice to Fleming, by then Commander I. L. Fleming RNVR, and personal assistant to Rear Admiral John Godfrey, RN, director of naval intelligence (DNI).

         I write ‘more or less inevitably’ because Fleming, I also learned later, had acquired, in peacetime, an unusually wide range of contacts well outside the conventional naval round – from the City and Reuters to motor-racing and skiing. Fortunately for me, Fleming also had a retentive memory. He recalled my name and my typographic, cartographic and journalistic interests, and also my last note to him. If still alive, he decided, I should currently be serving somewhere in the service. He consulted the navy list and set about enquiries concerning my whereabouts and duties, soon learning that I was a seagoing officer within the notoriously iron grip of the admiral commanding Western Approaches. Fortunately, I had been put ashore temporarily with a severe bout of gastric flu after an especially hectic spell of Atlantic convoy duties. My temporary base was a pensioned-off First War cruiser, HMS Caroline, HQ of Atlantic escort craft, moored alongside a sombre Belfast quay. 15 Having recovered from the flu, I was awaiting a fresh appointment – doubtless a return to convoy duties.

         An obliging RN commander, however, took Fleming’s enquiries seriously and managed the virtually impossible task of loosening me from the legendary grip of the admiral commanding the Atlantic Approaches. Twenty-four hours later, I was in London. I telephoned Fleming and was instructed to report to him at the admiralty the following morning. Thus, almost two years after our earlier meetings, we met in a fairly scruffy waiting room adjacent to what I was later to learn was the legendary Room 39.

         This time, I wasn’t surprised to see him in the uniform of a commander RNVR. ‘Almost two years since your WIR contributions to the pre-war effort. Since then, you’ve presumably seen evidence of those efforts,’ he said, genially.

         I nodded, adding a few words of gratitude for his recollection of that long-ago commission and his consideration in bringing me to this new way of naval life, whatever it was likely to be.

         ‘The chance of directing round pegs into round holes in the Royal Navy, Harling, is an extremely rare but agreeable experience, especially in wartime,’ was Fleming’s dry reply. ‘One must take these occasional chances when they come one’s way. In any case, between these solid bulwarks I can tell you that the director of naval intelligence made an especially convincing case for your transfer. I merely gave things a little extra push. Best of luck.’

         For ‘director of naval intelligence’ read ‘Fleming’ in this instance, I thought, and thanked those lucky stars that must have been hovering above Bedford Square months before.

         He asked whether I had enjoyed my seagoing life.

         ‘Reasonably, but too boring and repetitive. And too few landfalls,’ was my verdict.

         He laughed. ‘You may well find the job on offer – in the ISTD – not typographical, by the way,’ he emphasised, smiling, ‘a bit too landbased, although there may well be the occasional seagoing interlude. 16 But nobody knows. The job’s as shadowy as that. But I recalled your activities in civil life and they seemed pretty well what was needed for this sketchy job.’

         He then briefly informed me that as a personal assistant to the DNI he had continuous contacts with various inter-service intelligence outfits. He briefly outlined the job awaiting me, admitting that his words could scarcely tot up even to an elementary outline of what was and would be involved.

         ‘Frankly, it’s a brand-new job. Everybody professes to know what’s needed yet nobody knows how or even if it will work. That’s why Colonel Bassett roped me in. I recalled your cartographical interests and newspaper background and thought you might be interested in these dim, dark prospects. Are you?’

         ‘Very.’

         ‘Well, the colonel’s due here tomorrow. Drop in about this time. Just send your name through to me from the Whitehall entrance. I’ll introduce you and then leave you to sort things out between yourselves.’

         He did just that. I was interested to note that despite the colonel’s superior rank he was clearly impressed or, at least, influenced, by Fleming’s authoritative air and probably his daily proximity to Admiral Godfrey, head of all naval intelligence, including the colonel’s own specialist topographical department.

         Colonel Bassett would have proved the perfect prototype for a senior regular officer of Royal Marines in any Noël Coward film or Gilbert and Sullivan opera: small, wiry, ramrod spine, weathered face, quizzical grey eyes, impeccably uniformed plus First War ribbons with a trio of exotics I couldn’t place. His manner was precise, even staccato. ‘If Ian thinks you could be the man for the job, that’s good enough for me. I can’t give you much information about your likely duties. My researchers and geographers tell me we need someone more operational. If you’re interested, why not have a shot?’

         ‘Why not?’ I echoed.

         ‘My chaps are mainly university research types: geographers, 17 geologists, academics, plus a couple of naval hydrographers. Their main job is to prepare handbooks and up-to-date operational appreciations of terrain, beaches and so on. They get stuck on some of the details needed today or by tomorrow at latest. The slope of a beach. Plans of a fishing port. Exact location of certain oil tanks. Number of bridges on a particular railway line and so on. These things crop up all the time. They can’t always find the answers. They tell me they want someone who can dig ’em out. That’ll be you. What d’you think?’

         ‘Sounds interesting.’

         ‘I’m glad you think so and hope you’ll find it so. Meanwhile, I’ve brought along these notes about the division. Signed by me but compiled by someone you’ll meet: a don, Freddie Wells. I think you’ll find the notes useful, and Wells extremely helpful. I realise it’s all a bit different from what you’ve been doing so far but Fleming thinks your peacetime activities could prove very useful. And, by the way, he tells me you’re due for a spot of leave.’

         ‘So I was told in Belfast.’

         ‘Good. See you in a week’s time then. Your digs will be arranged in one of the colleges. Hertford, I believe. Get your travel warrants here and count on Oxford as your base – for the time being, anyway. After that, I think you’ll be in for a good deal of movement. Meanwhile, enjoy your leave!’ he concluded genially, although the words sounded more akin to a command than benediction.

         I was fairly confident that I would enjoy my leave, as a few months before the war I had bought from a Welsh corn merchant a small cottage in the village of Beddgelert in Snowdonia. I recall that the price asked in those jittery days for this two-up and one-down, perched above a lively stream and looking across to the mountains, was £150 freehold. I had furnished the place sparsely but snugly so that it was a ready-made retreat for anyone seeking a recuperative week. I had also encountered an elderly neighbour willing to keep her caring eyes on the place. I spent my few days rambling rather than climbing, reflecting rather than reading, but mainly sleeping, and dipping 18 occasionally into those notes on topographical intelligence the colonel had loaned me.

         A week later I duly reported to the colonel at the headquarters of ISTD in the School of Geography in Mansfield Road, Oxford. Here two hydrographers, a captain and a commander RN, who clearly saw themselves as operational elitists among a gaggle of academics, worked in their vast, well-lit chart room. Most of the other researchers were scattered around in nearby collegiate buildings and Nissen pre-fabs.

         The colonel’s first introduction was to his indispensable confidant and advisor, Freddie Wells, a Classics don at University College, who was to become a congenial colleague. He had already arranged with Colonel Kenneth Mason, professor of geography and a noted Himalayan explorer, that, whenever necessary, I should have rooms in Hertford College, of which the professor was also a fellow.

         In later days, returning from distant places at short notice, the resilient one-time mountaineer and explorer usually managed to get me into a set of college rooms. The contrast between a cramped warship cabin and the luxury of two rooms that stayed upright, plus the services of an attentive college servant, was heady stuff, although I found the rooms as cold as anything the Atlantic could inflict in winter months. If by some remote chance Hertford College was full up, Wells would slot me into Professor Arthur Goodhart’s rooms in the master’s lodge at University College. On two occasions I even occupied the rooms of Lord Beveridge, master of the college, doubtless far away on one or other of his welfare fact-finding missions.

         Wells and I soon established an agreeably casual friendship. His was as distant a personality from Fleming’s as I could have met in a decade. He was around thirty, of middle height, with an ingenious, cherubic face and wavy fair hair. I thought he looked more like an undergraduate who had just come up than one of the university’s foremost academics. I was also occasionally astonished by his worldly innocence. He, in turn, no doubt, was probably equally surprised by remarks and views deriving from my own markedly more 19 raffish pre-war world of journalism and advertising. Yet despite the extreme limits of his experience, he was a sound judge of men, working long and loyally with and for the colonel, who unashamedly confessed that he was utterly out of his depth with any kind of intellectual problem or person.

         Within a crowded week of enquiries, meetings, introductions and so on, Wells had partly clarified my job. Although the RAF photographic reconnaissance unit at Medmenham was steadily producing interpretations of enemy strengths and weaknesses from aerial photographs taken from high-flying Mosquitoes, the navy and army were woefully short of shore and ground-level photographs of beaches, hinterland and inland terrains. As an example of the paucity of our official topographical knowledge, Wells mentioned that the total visual data available concerning the Norwegian coastline before the German invasion was a clutch of Raphael Tuck scenic postcards.

         Wells’s words and needs were to prove a guarantee of almost two years of inquisitive and near and distant travels and meetings with some very odd birds indeed. I was occasionally in Oxford, but more frequently abroad, seeking answers to the longer-term queries of the geographical boffins in Oxford. I could go anywhere, ask anyone, do virtually anything so long as I got the topographical data they needed, and my cover remained unbreakable and my true purpose unsuspected. And if I could bring back photographs of the required beach, plans of the required port, or data concerning unlikely bases, so much the better.

         When, for example, a small, German-occupied Mediterranean island was a possible target, pre-war Greek importers of sponges seemed likely to be useful contacts. They took some tracking down but proved responsive. But no sooner had I returned to the admiralty than Lord Rothschild of MI5 was on the blower, for this particular sponge importer was on their bugged list. On another occasion, Sacheverell Sitwell had sizeable photographic archives concerning Mauritania, then occupying the attention of the geographers. And when the possibilities 20 of the under-belly of Germany was discussed, a well-known poet with a pre-war passion for the Danube and its villages was mentioned as possessor of a weighty portfolio of well-captioned photographs. He queried whether, apart from his photographs, his specialised knowledge of the Balkans would make him useful as a recruit to one or other of the services. I passed on his CV to Fleming who forwarded the record to MI5. Two days later Fleming’s covering note: ‘Pray break the enclosed news as gently as you can to your patriotic but somewhat over-ambitious poet.’ The succinct report was: ‘Communist and known bugger – important points omitted from CV.’

         Engineering firms and architectural practices which had engaged on pre-war contracts abroad were forthcoming with photographs and drawings: invaluable data, casually acquired in peacetime discussion and business encounters, now proved even more useful in warfare. Demand by the boffins for less accessible topographical data took me from the Middle East (including Turkey in mufti) to Iceland, which the Germans were always rumoured to be on the verge of invading to gain the supreme Atlantic U-boat base; and even to the Pacific for a share of the topographical know-how acquired by the US Navy. And so on and on.

         I was doubly fortunate in my two bosses: one official, the other somewhat less so throughout these tasks.

         The first, my official boss, was the ‘mysterious Colonel Bassett’, as he has been termed. Although a strict disciplinarian in the tough tradition of the Royal Marines, he was an unusually understanding chief for someone occasionally needing to act outside formal regulations. Above all, he was far from mysterious.

         Secondly, as I was frequently moving between Oxford, the admiralty and distant places, I was continuously in contact with Fleming, and gradually came to know him from our somewhat casual official exchanges conducted in seemingly mutually agreeable fashion. He began to use my foreign trips for the occasional unofficial letter or message to deliver to Naval Intelligence Division (NID) officers abroad 21 or requesting odd enquiries to be made. Above all, he was invariably keen to have first-hand reports concerning NID officers in distant outposts. As I had, he contended, ‘an unholy and inquisitive interest in the background and behaviour of mankind and, of course, womankind, and no axe to grind’, I was invariably thoroughly quizzed on my return from distant travels, usually at Scott’s or the Etoile – my most favoured pre-war restaurant – to which I introduced Fleming as an alternative to Scott’s or Kettner’s.

         A tentative friendship was casually established in these meetings, quizzes and exchanges. I was intrigued and occasionally amused by his adherence to establishment values, probably inevitable in one who had lived and worked within a series of immutably conventional institutions: Eton, Sandhurst, the City and now the admiralty. He was a made-to-measure personal assistant to the tough and ruthless DNI, for he was efficient, sophisticated, energetic, dutiful, unable to suffer fools even ungladly, even for a split second, and clearly ambitious to make his mark in the service. His elder brother, Peter, had established himself pre-war in the army. Their mother, I gathered, was not averse to pointing out this disparity in the respective pre-war achievements of her two elder sons. Having missed out on these clamping maternal experiences, I was deeply curious concerning their effects on character and conduct in others.

         An instance of these contrasts cropped up after my return from an early trip to the Middle East. A typical Fleming quiz at Scott’s would be fired off at an odd and unexpected moment during the meal. ‘I gather you enjoyed this so-called Turkish stint, including Istanbul. Why and how?’

         ‘I was parked in the Pera Palace. Very agreeably, thanks to the consideration and advice of Commander Vladimir Wolfson.’

         ‘What d’you think of him?’

         Vladimir Wolfson, a White Russian, had escaped from Moscow to Britain while in his early teens. After Cambridge and the City, he had been recruited to naval intelligence and stationed in wartime Istanbul. 22 He was well suited and well placed there, as linguist and questor. Above all, as one who was more English than any Englishman he was clearly determined to do everything possible for his adopted homeland. He had proved a notable help to me.

         Fleming grinned as I gave full value to the commander’s identity, tenacity and worldly wisdom.

         ‘Made for the job, you think?’

         ‘Absolutely.’

         ‘Roughly my own view. I gather you brought back the required charts and maps. I gather you also enjoyed Istanbul. Why?’

         ‘Basically because, as a born perambulator, there was so much to see between naval researches. Wolfson took care of that. I saw a good deal of the Bosphorus. I also met a far-from-home Parisienne. Very relaxing and attentive, and also trying her best to enjoy Istanbul during her enforced stay.’

         ‘How did she get from France to Turkey? Probably a spy.’

         ‘Possibly, but she said she was one of several Parisiennes who had found Istanbul a profitable pre-war parking lot, and that she was now the mistress of a Turkish bigwig who was busy making his ambitious way up the diplomatic ladder and not an unduly over-frequent visitor to her flat, despite the fact that he handsomely underpinned her monthly money-bag.’

         ‘I take it you kept your lips fully sealed.’

         ‘My lips were fully engaged elsewhere. We didn’t discuss typography, topography or even oceanography even once.’

         ‘Trust Harling!’ Fleming said, grinning.

         ‘Duty first! Isn’t that the great naval tradition?’ I claimed. ‘Here I am, awaiting my next task. Yearning for it.’

         He grinned. ‘Then what? How d’you get back from Istanbul after you left Wolfson?’

         ‘Asked him to OK my due leave. He gave me a week’s freedom to make my own way back to Alex. Not even leave. Naval duties.’

         ‘How was your return achieved?’ 23

         ‘Train from Istanbul to Ankara. Having seen those lunar landscapes from the plane, I wanted to see them more closely. I also wanted to look around Ankara, ancient and modern. Spent a couple of days there. Even bought a Kelim prayer rug from a dealer with no English, and myself no Turkish. A bargain in pigeon French.’

         ‘And then?’

         ‘I’ve always wanted to see Aleppo, so I dropped in.’

         ‘Still not in uniform?’

         ‘I was by then. After Aleppo, I spent a couple of days in Beirut. I know an army medico base there. Very entertaining. Paris on the Med.’

         ‘And then?’

         ‘Cadged a lift from a French courier going down to Haifa. From there an Israeli courier down to Gaza. Finally, a lift in a British Army truck back to Alex. You should try it sometime. Wartime hitch-hiking. The art of movement-without-effort. But, then, your travels are sponsored from on high with the ambassadorial limo awaiting your whims outside the hotel.’

         ‘Very funny!’ he said, but, then, to my surprise, added that he doubted he would prove to be any good at the practices I’d outlined.

         ‘No need to be a shrink to see that,’ I said. ‘You’re far too busy giving orders than proffering requests. Anyway, dropping in on an army staging post with the certainty of a lift scarcely comes under the heading of hitch-hiking. All laid on.’

         ‘How d’you set about your requests?’

         ‘The usual drill for all and sundry. Just turn up and say where you need to get to. That’s all – and always enough. Come back in an hour’s time or six, tomorrow morning’s the usual drill.’

         He nodded, as if in understanding, which I doubted. ‘I’m either not that arrogant or not that suppliant,’ he mused.

         ‘As an amateur shrink I’d say this snippet of self-analysis concerning arrogance is 100 per cent correct. Any hint of suppliance in your make-up is sheer blarney.’ 24

         He hooted with laughter, his usual dismissal of any subject taking too personal or untoward a turn. But this was not to be his last word on my Middle Eastern travels.

         Somewhat over-casually, he queried: ‘You mentioned this French tart. How d’you meet her?’

         ‘You’re talking about my friend, Andrée, in Istanbul, I gather. We met via the ancient device of eye contact in a local café.’

         ‘What followed the eye contact?’

         ‘Queries concerning her arrival in that remote area. Hints concerning her lifestyle. A few further drinks – mine non-alcoholic, of course. Responsibility for both bills, of course. Invited back. Age-old stuff.’

         ‘What about her abode?’

         ‘Quite pleasant. Couple of rooms quite near the Pera. She’d gone out there pre-war, tempted by tales of Turkish millionaires. Didn’t find any, but soon found the war’s well-heeled executives in the Pera. Quite profitable. Why not? Frogs, Krauts, Brits, the lot. Then met her local bigwig and opted for comfort – apart from the odd encounter. She’s one of the fortunates of her trade. As I was too, I daresay, in meeting her.’

         He laughed. Heartily.

         ‘I’ll take your word and memory for your belief. Describe your Andrée in thirty words.’

         ‘Is this an official request or an addendum to my official notes on my journey of enquiry?’

         ‘As it comes. It won’t appear in the WIR, that’s for sure.’

         I laughed. ‘As it comes then. Late thirties or early forties. Well dressed. Slim. Dark. Beautiful legs. Good features. Halting English. Sense of humour. Merry acceptance of her set-up so far from home. Alas, I’ve no snapshot. “Well geared for her lifestyle” is probably the simple caption I’m hunting for.’

         ‘Probably,’ he agreed, laughing. ‘“A well-matched randy pair far from home” is the caption I wouldn’t have to hunt for. I take it that apart from your silence on nautical matters she provided a lively late-night entertainment.’ 25

         ‘To the matter born and burnished,’ I said, grinning.

         ‘Did you see her again?’

         ‘The following evening.’

         ‘Same routine?’

         ‘Shorter supper session. Longer domestic session.’

         More laughter from Fleming. ‘And no spilled secrets with any spilled sperm?’

         ‘Not a chance!’

         ‘So be it,’ he said with a grin. ‘Let’s get moving.’

         We moved.

         Years later, well into the Bond years, Fleming also visited Istanbul, but, true to what had become the established routine in his rounds of thrilling cities, he was invariably the guest of a local celeb with Rolls-Royce … and so on and on thrown in.

         ‘Plus an ideal guide to all the local showplaces, no doubt,’ I suggested at that later date.

         ‘What a hope! No exiled Parisienne tart came my way, if that’s what you’re implying,’ he affirmed gloomily, acknowledging his remembrance of my erstwhile self-indulgence.26
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            CHAPTER 3

            TRAVELS AND TRAVAILS

         

         The somewhat hazy-seeming tasks for which Fleming had trawled me from Western Approaches grew phenomenally, due mainly to demands from all three services.

         There were early requests – a Fleming move – for photographs of beaches, ports, bridges and other potential targets in enemy territories, and a search for contacts who might be aware of the salient features of other potential targets in now-enemy territories. These developments, however, entailed a vast and valuable increase in the receipt, registry and return of photographs and other data. Fortunately, this work, in its early stages, was in the care of three unusual but extremely capable wartime volunteers. By far the senior of this trio was Miss Cicely Stanhope, a character guaranteed to delight any foreigner studying the oddities and eccentricities of the English upper crust. She was well into her fifties and, in appearance, mildly reminiscent of the actress, Margaret Rutherford, and possessed of several similar mannerisms. Above all, she was an unashamed social snob, vastly prideful of her Stanhope pedigree but deeply saddened by the inescapable fact that she and Lord 28Stanhope were the last of their line. Her pride extended to the family’s stately home at Chevening in Kent and she expressed pleasure that I had visited and been impressed by the architectural merits of the house. Her wartime duties in the admiralty had hitherto been closely concerned with matters relating to codes, but she made no demur when seconded to fresh and vastly different duties in the ISTD. This staid and seemingly olde-worlde grande dame was shrewd, dedicated and sceptically selective in her handling of the enormous barrage of topographical material which virtually – but never quite – engulfed her.

         I soon learned, when introducing her to her new labours, that she was an ever-ready social gossip, despite her sealed lips concerning her work in ISTD. I also learned that she had a somewhat scornful view of Fleming’s moma, Mrs (Evelyn) Valentine Fleming, deeming her a highly successful arriviste and activiste in the world of the would-be aristocrat. To my surprise, she was well acquainted with Ian Fleming’s amatory record and, strangest discovery of all, was fond of his devoted long-term, long-suffering girlfriend, Muriel Wright. Fleming would have been mildly unnerved by the scale of her intimate awareness of his affiliations, including his disastrous relationship with a certain Monique Panchaud de Bottomes from Geneva, and his ongoing liaisons with a couple or so of London lady-loves of more mature years.

         The two other assistants were much younger. One, English, in her thirties; the other, French, in her twenties. Both were smart, well dressed, charming and exceptionally able in their manifold duties. They worked long hours without demur or complaint, documenting the vast and ceaseless inflow of photographs, plans, sketches and the rest. By the early months of 1943, the thousands of incoming photographs necessitated considerable storage space. An ISTD photographic library was set up in the New Bodleian in Oxford, with a complementary contact register in London. Admiral Godfrey was delighted by these logical additions to wartime intelligence. Fleming was somewhat less enthusiastic. ‘Paperwork never won wars,’ was his contribution.

         With the encouragement of Colonel Bassett, and Freddie Wells, 29I had been energetically involved in all the early stages of these two projects, but their swift growth and my frequent absences abroad soon demanded more continuous care in their development. Fortunately, two unlikely administrators were recruited, supremely adaptable to these onerous responsibilities: Anthony Hippisley-Coxe, RNVR lieutenant commander and one-time Dartmouth type, who had left the Royal Navy to train as an architect – becoming en route an authority on the history of the international circus – took over the contact register; and Rodney Slessor, a tall, suave, grey-haired executive – brother of the RAF high-up – took over the photographic library. After an initial and persuasive BBC national broadcast by Slessor, engineers, geologists, architects, yachtsmen, sportsmen, holiday-makers, as well as overseas wanderers of all kinds, fired in their pictures. Relevant selections from the collections were swiftly copied, catalogued and readied for despatch to needful claimants from all three services.

         Fleming kept a watchful eye on all these innovations and activities, for Admiral Godfrey was a notable enthusiast for yet another of what he termed ‘elements in basic intelligence’, a view well demonstrated in his own naval renown as a pre-war navigator in the Far East.

         My final assignment for ISTD was in the company of Colonel Bassett. He had been invited to visit the US service chiefs in Washington to outline the nature and scope of our topographic enquiries. To my surprise he suggested that, as I had been so actively involved in these ISTD developments, I should travel with him.

         Lunching with Fleming, I asked whether he had been responsible for my inclusion in this venture.

         ‘Not a chance,’ he responded emphatically. ‘But after I heard the trip was on and that Bassett was in a determined mood to have you with him, I also spotted a chance of a few oddments of more casual info coming my way from distant sources. And if you get as far as Delhi on your way back, via a route Bassett has in mind, please, don’t forget to contact Admiral Godfrey, now chief of the Royal Indian Navy and based in Delhi, somewhat distant from the sea.’ 30

         Fleming had recently mentioned this seemingly sudden promotion to DNI and I had heard in Oxford more of the new chief’s identity: until recently commodore, now Rear Admiral Edmund Gerard Noel Rushbrooke, awarded DSC in the First War, currently in his early fifties.

         I was emboldened to make a few enquiries concerning our new chief. Fleming clearly had a vastly different view of his present boss from that which he had held for Godfrey. ‘Decidedly different from our original boss,’ he announced after a moment of judicial reflection. ‘More a schoolmaster than a pirate, I’d say.’

         ‘Not too dull, I trust.’

         ‘Neither as dynamic nor as demonic as his predecessor.’

         ‘One would probably have to go to Hollywood for that.’

         Fleming smiled. ‘As the soothsayers contend: time will tell.’

         A week later I duly embarked on the Queen Mary with Colonel Bassett, but saw little of him during the passage. He had received the rarest of wartime gifts from the gods: a cabin to himself, in a packed-to-the-bows troopship. Junior officers, such as myself, were four to a cabin, but we soon learned that this arrangement verged on the indulgent, for in crossing eastward, carrying US troops to Europe, the liner carried up to 10,000 passengers employing ‘the hot berth’ routine: half a dozen or even eight to a cabin with three different sets of occupants to each set of bunks during each 24-hour span.

         After an extremely busy and seemingly successful week in Washington and a two-day break, part duty, part less-dutiful, I was ready to pack my bag for return. Colonel Bassett, however, said that he was proposing to return to the UK alone. He had decided – on the advice of Fleming and our recent hosts – to direct me to Brisbane to meet the US intelligence types involved in the Japanese campaign. I would travel to San Francisco, then be flown to Pearl Harbor, thence to Brisbane where I would be met by an RN rep. I would make my way home by the best route available, ‘east or west’.

         ‘I envy you,’ the colonel said, smiling somewhat unconvincingly, ‘but we’re notoriously weak on Jap intelligence. Give yourself a day 31or so off in San Francisco. You’ll be based in Brisbane for your first week or so.’

         My job would be to seek out topographical intelligence which might prove potentially useful for Oxford prior to forthcoming battles in the Pacific. I was given a comprehensive list by the colonel.

         I spent three weeks probing in Australia. At one point, early on, I was questioned – as a suspected spy – for the best part of an hour by General Willoughby, MacArthur’s intelligence chief. Apparently he had been informed that I might possibly be making untoward topographical enquiries concerning areas likely to be in the American orbit within the next few months. Final clearance came with a limp apology from the general and the offer of boiled sweets, along with the comment: ‘Limeys always seem to like boiled sweets.’

         ‘Before or after interrogation?’ I asked.

         He laughed heartily, showing me the door, adding: ‘You leave this office as a proven innocent ally.’

         I thought Fleming would be especially interested in the enquiry technique of his US oppo.

         Fortunately, I was able to collect a good deal of topographical data, later deemed useful, some even vital, by the mystery men of Oxford, despite the modest time allowed for the task, but perhaps I was too intrigued by the manifold attractions of the cities and femininity of western Australia.

         A signal from Fleming decreed that I should make my passage home via Delhi and Alexandria. My round-the-world trip thus continued with a thirty-hour non-stop flight from Perth to Colombo, in a Catalina flying-boat. Our send-off on this inaugural flight had a laconic farewell touch by the station commander:

         
            This is the first of these flights. We know little enough what to expect. It’s essentially a trial run. Hopefully nothing exceptional awaits you. If you have to ditch, I’m afraid nobody will come looking for you. The Japanese have the Cocos Islands and the adjacent seaways. Have a good trip.

         

         32From Colombo I flew north to Delhi, reporting to Major-General Lamplough, who, as a colonel of the Royal Marines had been one of the two deputy directors of NID in the admiralty, and for whom I had carried out enquiries alongside topographical quests. By an odd chance, I also had a brief off-the-record glimpse of Lord Mountbatten, head of South East Asia Command (SEAC), at close quarters.

         At the head of a posse of pretty Wrens, he had ridden over from the viceroy’s lodge to one of the outlying lodges of the vice-regal estates in which I had been offered temporary quarters by a peacetime acquaintance, now a desktop warrior. They all dismounted. Mountbatten chatted with my host, and agreed to stay for drinks. I was absorbed, listening to this beguiling, vainglorious, handsome man, possessed of all those elusive, ageless Peter Pan qualities apt to cling to so many middle-aged, even antique, Dartmouth types. He spoke of his time as a cadet, when he had presented his first cheque to his bank. Told by the cashier that he must endorse the cheque on the reverse, he had hastily scrawled: ‘I heartily endorse this cheque, Louis Mountbatten.’ His accomplished anecdotage was enjoyed all round.

         A further hoped-for but unexpected encounter was with Admiral Godfrey, now Admiral Commanding the Royal Indian Navy. I was invited to tea at the admiral’s official residence, a visit enlivened by a local snake-charmer who provided music and displayed the enchantments of his pet in the garden while we watched, sipping our tea as casually as if we had been cheering the antics of a retriever puppy on the Sussex downs.

         After carrying out cabled instructions for a couple of jobs to be done for ISTD in Alexandria, I returned to London. I had been away for almost three months. At odd moments en route, I wondered whether a signal I’d received from Fleming might herald some other activity he had in mind. I was restless and not averse to a change from ISTD. I hoped I wasn’t reading too much into the signal.

         I reported to Room 39 on my return. We duly lunched at Scott’s for Fleming’s usual relentless quizzing. Travellers from their trips 33returning, he claimed, were among the most productive sources of useful off-the-record data concerning NID’s distant representatives and operations. Not everything could be said in signals. At the end of the inquisition, he said: ‘And what will you do now or next?’

         ‘See what the colonel has in mind. But what about your signal?’

         ‘Have you ever heard of 30AU?’ he queried, after a distinct pause.

         ‘Never.’

         ‘Well, it’s short for Number Thirty Assault Unit. A naval assault unit, that is. Nowadays a particular hobby horse of mine, wished on me by the DNI well before he was booked for India. Glued to me by his successor.’

         ‘Who or what is assaulted?’

         ‘The enemy. Occasionally. Basically, the unit’s job is to seize enemy equipment, ciphers, scientific know-how before such material can be destroyed. The unit did very well in north Africa and Sicily. Now, it’s getting ready for France. Come back to the admiralty and I’ll give you enough relevant bumf to acquaint you with your probable naval future. Guard the file with your life. Study carefully and let me have it back in the morning. Seems a logical enough task for you to be middleman between ISTD and 30AU, anyway. Possibly between 30AU and me.’

         ‘The additions to your job seem never-ending.’

         ‘I get by. Each provides its attractions as well as preoccupations.’

         ‘And rewards?’

         ‘Few and far between.’

         ‘Can you give me an outline of what awaits me?’

         ‘Basically cyclopaedic, but I’ll try.’

         He began hesitantly and concluded fairly briefly.

         ‘As usual, we borrowed the idea from the Hun, but think we’ve improved on it. They used an operational intelligence unit in Crete: trained paratroopers and the rest. Captured our ciphers and God knows what else. Set us back some months in the Med.’

         ‘And now we’ve got our own unit?’ 34

         ‘More or less. Anyway, read the bumf. If you want a truly active life for the last stages of the war, this could be the job.’

         ‘And Colonel Bassett?’

         ‘I’ll square him. Actually, he’s already aware that I’m after you for a few outings. I’ve mentioned my intentions and he’s in agreement. Meanwhile, by way of an echo of our very first meeting, I’ve one or two unified topographical, typographical tasks for you. Odd the way I land these jobs in your lap. First, from various surmises and enquiries, I gather that 30AU would probably profit from a set of target guides they could, and would, very willingly carry in their battledress. Leaving things to a university press means one’s guaranteed leather-bound volumes suitable for a college library in fifty years’ time. 30AU needs something far more practical and ephemeral, something akin to a Fleet Street guide to enemy working whereabouts. Needed very soon, in fact. Immediately, preferably.’

         ‘Sounds more promising than my efforts with the WIR.’

         Fleming grinned, recalling. ‘You’ll be given a free hand – up to a point. Nothing elaborate, but something practical and clear-cut. I’ve also another specifically typographical task for you.’

         ‘Falling like gifts from the gods.’

         He grinned and went on. ‘This one is somewhat less warlike. The other evening, playing bridge with Lord Kemsley, he asked if I knew someone who could take a fresh look at the design of the Daily Sketch, his ailing tabloid. I recalled your antics at the News Chronicle and casually mentioned that he might see what you could offer. He seemed rather interested in the notion. If you’re also interested, I’ll ring the old boy when we get back to the admiralty and fix a date.’

         ‘I look forward to the notion.’

         ‘Good, but first read all the 30AU bumf I’ll be loaning you.’

         ‘Can’t wait. How soon would his lordship want me to look over his tabloid?’

         ‘Pronto. You can have three days’ leave, to include the 30AU stuff, the Kemsley job, as well as any current blonde.’ 35

         ‘I understood from the colonel that I was due for more after my solo travels.’

         ‘Come off it. I’ll wager your time away from authority was one long beano. Anyway, I’ll sort it out with the colonel as he’s still your nominal boss.’

         Back in Room 39, Fleming rang through to Kemsley House, spoke to his lordship’s secretary and fixed a meeting the following afternoon: Lord Kemsley. Kemsley House. Gray’s Inn Road. 4.30.

         ‘Now for the alleged relevant 30AU bumf,’ Fleming said, taking a bulging foolscap folder from a lower drawer in his desk. ‘Most of it’s ancient history by now. But some of it could prove interesting and profitable. Why don’t you get to Oxford tomorrow morning, see the colonel, get your leave fixed, see K in the afternoon at Kemsley House and spend this evening and tomorrow night with this bumf?’

         ‘What about the necessities of life? Meals, feminine company and so forth!’

         He smiled. ‘Anyway, bring it back here Thursday morning. Guard with your life. What a hope!’

         ‘What a homecoming!’

         He laughed. ‘You once said you were in this war for fresh and, hopefully, novel experiences. Here’s another half-dozen brand-new experiences heading your way. Be thankful. Bless your benefactor.’

         ‘I’ll reserve any deserved blessings until our next meeting!’

         Absorption in Fleming’s offerings occupied hours of that evening and a late night in my Fleet Street retreat. I learned that 30 Assault Unit had been formed in September 1942 in order to seize enemy intelligence, ciphers, equipment and so on for NID to despatch to relevant technical outfits, all desperately keen to have such data for inspection and comparison. I vaguely recalled that the Battle of Crete had been fought and lost in the early months of 1941. Had we been all that quick off the mark? The unit had originally been known as 30 Commando, but had recently been renamed 30 Assault Unit, with two wings: naval and Royal Marine. Reading between the official 36lines, I could sense how the DNI, having been deputed by the First Sea Lord to form such a unit, had passed on the job to Fleming, lock stock and gun barrel. A few months later, following Admiral Godfrey’s posting to India, his successor, Rear Admiral Rushbrooke, had undoubtedly found 30AU and its manifold and frequently inexplicable activities a further oddment on his plate. Hence Fleming’s current plateful.

         The naval wing of the unit comprised a core of half-a-dozen executive officers, to which were added, as requested or needed, specialists – not necessarily naval – in mines, missiles, torpedoes and the rest of mankind’s current malevolences. The specialists carried out their specific enquiries within the unit’s protection and then returned with their findings, actual and/or theoretical, to normal duties.

         To my surprise, I learned that the Royal Marine wing of the unit, totalling around a dozen officers and some 250 fighting men, had been trained with the object of getting these specialists to their specified targets, protecting them, covering their forays and, hopefully, their withdrawals with their findings.

         My way through this maze of records of the unit was made clearer by Fleming’s succinct comments throughout the many pages, some scribbled, some augmented by signals and notes. I hadn’t expected anything as enthralling. Reading on encouraged my own burgeoning interest. Recruitment into what was clearly an extremely active, yet still fairly small naval wing, seemed to offer an entertaining prospect between now and the war’s end. Anything else would be an anti-climax compared with these offerings, I decided.

         I reported to Colonel Bassett the following morning having caught a fiendishly early train to Oxford. He’d had Fleming on the blower the previous day. I would remain on the strength of ISTD, the colonel explained, but would be seconded to 30AU as ‘specialist topographical officer’. Fleming had been insistent that this was an apposite label. After all, the unit would be needing plans, dossiers, and possibly models, relating to likely targets. Hence my logical enrolment. 37

         I thanked the colonel for his generous gesture. ‘What Ian provideth, Ian taketh away,’ the colonel said, with a wry smile. ‘But not quite. You’ll still be seeing quite a lot of us. Now, bring me up to date with your movements after we went our respective ways in New York. The alleged experts back here are delighted with what you’ve sent and brought back. I’m grateful too, by the way. Also, by the way, Fleming, with his usual generosity, has suggested that you should have three days’ leave. My greater authority in this particular area allows me to extend three to seven. I gather you’ll be seeing him tomorrow. Tell him of my extension. Now, let’s adjourn to the canteen.’

         We adjourned to an absorbing hour of recollection and forecasts. As usual, I silently saluted the colonel’s wide-ranging know-how concerning all aspects of ISTD outside paperwork.

         I returned to London in the early afternoon and proceeded to Kemsley House. All wars doubtless provide odd asides for a minority of more fortunate participants.

         His lordship was fairly tall, broad-shouldered, moustached and bespectacled. His briefing was brief indeed. Handing me a copy of that morning’s Daily Sketch and speaking from his desk chair he said: ‘I’m extremely keen to see a brand-new format for this newspaper. Above all, I want something fresh, something new to Fleet Street and the world beyond. Ian thinks you might well be able to show me something new and practical. If those elusive qualities can be combined with strength, novelty and a truly competitive punch, I shall be extremely grateful. The problem is both as simple and as complex as that.’

         He smiled a thin smile, and went on to say that the full resources of a type-setting and proofing unit in the St Clement’s Press would be awaiting my typographical diktat. I should ask for the head printer. He was expecting me. The press did not print the Daily Sketch, but was fully equipped to carry out my projected designs. A modicum of secrecy was deemed advisable. ‘Not that such a thing as secrecy 38exists in Fleet Street,’ he added, with another small smile. ‘When would you care to start on this odd commission for a naval officer? Ian even said possibly tomorrow morning. Is that true?’

         ‘Why not? I’m very keen, and I’m on leave for a day or so.’

         He made a note, which allowed me four days with the resources of the press, starting on the morrow. He smiled. ‘Ian tells me that I shall be agreeably surprised by your suggestions.’

         ‘Let’s hope Ian’s a bit of a prophet,’ I told myself as I made my way back to the Gray’s Inn Road.

         For the rest of the week I had as strange and entertaining a leave as any active service naval type possessed of typographical interests could have hoped to enjoy before reporting back for further active service. Mornings in the press room. Afternoon sessions at my drawing board in my flat in Crane Court. Evenings – and, hopefully, nights – with any current heart-throb.

         Forty-eight hours later, a dozen copies of my eight-page suggested format had been printed for me to take to Lord Kemsley. I rang Fleming to ask whether he would care to see the proofs, and I made a detour to the admiralty. He studied the pages for some minutes and said prophetically: ‘Of course, he ought to do something as revolutionary as what you’ve suggested here. Otherwise, he’ll lose the whole shooting match. My forecast is that he’ll love it and leave it. I hope I’m wrong! It’s not my particular world, but that’s my forecast.’

         I left Room 39 and proceeded to Kemsley House.

         His lordship studied the pages for a quarter of an hour or so, while I sat on an office chair sideways to his desk, answering an occasional query. Then, looking up, he said: ‘Ian was absolutely right. He promised something quite different from anything I might expect. These pages are a revelation – even a revolution – in showing how the Sketch might look. There is one insurmountable drawback to that possibility, Harling. I am not a newspaper revolutionary. I never was. I am a newspaper proprietor. My main interests are journalistic 39integrity and increased annual profits. I find these pages fascinating and instructive, but I fear that you will never see this newspaper on the news stands.’ He smiled the thinnest of smiles and went on: ‘I have never ventured into dangerous newspaper practices. My apologies, but I’m afraid I must include your suggestions under that heading. Perhaps post-war…’

         Following this personal, threadbare conclusion, he opened the top drawer of his desk and placed the dozen copies within. ‘Ian was, I fear, all too right. I’m glad to have seen your work. I may even show your suggestions to my board, even the editor of the Daily Sketch, but I doubt it. You have demonstrated the possibilities open to a courageous man with a new tabloid in mind and money to burn.’ He reached across his desk and took up a small envelope, which he passed to me. ‘For your trouble and invaluable suggestions, Harling. I’m very grateful for your submissions. They’ve made me think along fresh lines. That’s something unusual, anyway.’

         I took the envelope, made my farewell and left. In the lift I opened the envelope, which contained a cheque for £500, doubtless due to a Fleming suggestion. A generous, helpful and healthy pay-off, I thought, for sheer self-indulgent entertainment on a week’s leave.

         I socked him lunch at Scott’s the following day. He’d already heard the sad news. ‘Kemsley was, apparently, vastly interested and impressed by your notions, but he’s not made for these Beaverbrook gestures. I think I more or less forecast the result.’

         ‘Too true, but if he’s interested, why not have a shot at trying them out?’

         ‘As I promised or foretold, this whole exercise sums up Kemsley’s financial strength and journalistic weakness. I suspect his brother, Camrose, would have taken a chance.’

         For several years I retained a copy of that blunted effort, which has now, alas, disappeared. Post-war, however, Allen Hutt, the newspaper historian, somehow managed to acquire and reproduce the front page of my unattributed dummy in his book Newspaper Typography: 40the tail end to an improbable wartime interlude for an active wartime sailor.

         Clearly a time for a mildly philosophical acceptance of fate’s give-and-take. After all, I had had an entertaining week. I could now forget newspapers and their design until the war’s end. At my leave’s end, I moved tentatively into 30AU.
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