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  PREFACE




  ‘I know you write books, but what do you actually do?’ The unexpressed rider was that writing is something people do in the evening or at odd moments over a wet

  weekend. It was a standard conversation-opener from bright young things back in the 1960s that I would come to dread. So here I am going to try to respond. Literary vagabondage? Is that such a

  derogatory notion? I have shamelessly flitted, sometimes like an errant butterfly, drunk on nectar, from history to biography and back again: from Germany to America, to Canada, to France, to Latin

  America and the Middle East. I have drained the cup wherever I found it, and moved on. I don’t apologise.




  But I have a problem. From artificially inflated celebs to camp fashion pundits revealing all about flings with princelings, these days everybody seems to be writing their memoirs. My wife warns

  me that, if I tell all, she will divorce me; but, if I don’t, no one will buy the book. It is a narrow parapet for an author to creep along, and I suffer from vertigo. So this is simply an

  account of a writer’s life, with less about loves than dislikes, and prejudices. To their considerable relief, my family is largely absent. I am old-fashioned enough to think that, just as

  secret intelligence should remain secret, so no one’s most private life should be opened up as territory for Ramblers Unlimited.




  Chronologically, this is to some extent a sequel to an earlier book, first published by Macmillan in 1993 and entitled A Bundle from Britain (Macmillan, 1992) which recorded my life up to

  the age of eighteen, focusing on the wartime experience of us children who were known as Bundles from Britain, sent to America to escape from Hitler.
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  WELCOME HOME!
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  Aspiring to fly a Spitfire, August 1943, Moncton, New Brunswick.




   




  ‘’Allo, ’allo, ’allo! Now just what do you think you’re doing? Name, number and unit? Let’s have a look at your

  papers, now.’




  The RAF police sergeant’s voice was full of suspicion: had he caught a real-live Nazi spy? The scene was the Liverpool docks tube station, some time in the autumn of 1943. A bedraggled,

  recently seasick bunch of airmen, AC2s (Aircraftman Second Class), the lowest form of animal life, had just disembarked in the middle of an air raid from the SS Mauretania, having been

  onloaded at Halifax, Nova Scotia. As we waited interminably for a train, I spotted on the platform one of those elegant pieces of cast-iron workmanship of pre-war England, a chocolate-vending

  machine. It was the first happily familiar reminder of home, and – aged seventeen and a half – I could have killed for a bar of chocolate. I put in a couple of large round pennies and

  tugged the drawer. Nothing happened. I thought it must have become jammed, so I tugged a little harder, then bent down to find out what was wrong. It was sealed up – as it doubtless had been

  since the early days of the war. At this point the heavy hand of authority descended. After scrutinising my papers, suspicion replaced by disbelief, the sergeant’s next question was

  ‘Where have you been all these years?’




  I mumbled out the word ‘evacuee’, too abashed to add the qualification ‘returning home to fight’. The sergeant now showed barely disguised contempt. He grunted,

  ‘War-dodger, eh?’ and moved on. Sometimes the image of that sealed-up chocolate machine and the RAF MP comes back to me over the years, whenever I have encountered an example of the

  upraised nanny hand of British bureaucracy, saying ‘No, it can’t be done!’




  So this was England! Hardly the most auspicious home-coming after just over three years. But then nor had my departure in July 1940 been auspicious. Shortly after France had fallen and the Blitz

  was about to begin, without any warning – let alone consultation – my father summoned me out of school, to London, and told me that I was off to the USA ‘for the duration’

  as one of thousands of ‘Bundles from Britain’. There was no discussion. My mother having died in a car accident when I was five, I was a spoilt and petulant only child and for no very

  clear reason my father felt my fourteen-year-old frame worth preserving from the ravages of Hitler for some unspecified future career. With that extraordinary mystical sense

  of belief in a special relationship with God, my father assumed – in common with millions of other 1940 Britons and against odds quite impossibly overwhelming at the time – that Britain

  would defeat Hitler in the space of a few months, and that the ‘for the duration’ meant until some time around Christmas. Then the prodigal son could return safely home. But the war

  went on grimly, in fact from bad to worse, through 1940, 1941, 1942 and into 1943, without any prospect of my returning home. It was hellish at first. I yearned for my home, for my dog, for my

  trains, for my father – possibly in that order, as he was a shy, distant man who spent most of his life alone in London. America was a strange country; its inhabitants ate peanut butter and

  squash that had the texture of a string vest and drank a revolting drink called sarsaparilla, played baseball and spoke a language that was not always intelligible. Some didn’t even seem to

  appreciate, or want to know, that it was only the mighty Royal Navy that stood between them and Hitler. Be an ambassador for England, they exhorted; I’m not sure how far I succeeded in those

  early days.




  But I was lucky, very lucky. In fact America almost certainly saved my life, in more ways than the one. A mass of tangled complexes, I found myself thrown into an extended, noisy, extrovert,

  dedicatedly eccentric and wonderfully warm-hearted family – the Cutlers and Breeses. I was sent to an excellent school in New York State, Millbrook, where I encountered a brilliant history

  teacher, Henry Callard, whose precepts were to remain with me all my life. I made some excellent friends, many of whom remained my friends for as long as life itself – not least my old

  room-mate, who was later to find great fame, William F. Buckley Jr. I came to love this sometimes crazy but always great-hearted country that still warms me every time I hear American spoken, and I

  enjoyed myself in those three years of exile – though not unashamedly. There was always the spectre of burning London, of humiliating military reverses such as Crete and Singapore, of

  personal losses (husband of my one and only first cousin, Cecil, was killed commanding his brigade at Gazala in the Western Desert), of anxiety about my father when his letters (always numbered)

  failed to arrive. The war, grinding on and on, seemed interminable, despite the bright moment – especially for us Bundles – when America entered it in December

  1941.




  I remained English, indeed supremely English. I knew that when I graduated from Millbrook in the summer of 1943 I would head for home and join up. There were enticing options; I could have

  accepted a scholarship to Harvard and joined one or other of the officer training programmes, as several of my Millbrook classmates did. Then I would have become American, and some of my fellow

  Bundles did just that. But these weren’t real options. There was a debt to repay; the call from England was clarion clear. At Millbrook we had been superbly brainwashed. The headmaster, Ed

  Pulling, the ‘Boss’, who had served in the Royal Navy, ensured that we had a steady flow of British fighting men come to lecture to us at school. Most were airmen from the RAF, come to

  the States to have terrible facial burns repaired, or to train. From 1940, the year of the Battle of Britain, I knew that it had to be the RAF for me. I had to fly a Spitfire.




  So, on a hot summer’s day, I presented myself to the British Consulate in New York. I had some anguishing doubts. I could lie that I had never had asthma, as long as I didn’t wheeze,

  but would I pass the eye-test? On a good day I could make 20/70 or a little better; 20/60 was the accepted minimum for aircrew. So all that summer I had practised ocular exercises, and chewed raw

  carrots till I became slightly orange in colour. But that day at the Consulate the good Lord was (at least temporarily) on my side. The doctor examining me gave off the rich aroma of a man who had

  had rather too good a lunch, and seemed slightly unsteady on his feet. Halfway through the examination, nature called and he left the room. I could hardly believe my luck. Before he returned I had

  memorised that elusive third line from the bottom of the eye-chart, and I qualified with a spanking ‘20/50, correctable to 20/20’. I lied convincingly about the asthma (the strange

  thing was, for the next four arduous years in the services I never once suffered from it, but back it came with a vengeance when the time came for ‘demob’). The Consul gave me the

  long-coveted golden pass to the RAF, a pat on the back and a one-way train ticket to Moncton, New Brunswick, and a whole one-dollar note ‘for expenses’. I was over the moon. I was in.

  It did not occur to me for a single second that other, more stringent tests might lie ahead. At the time, it seemed the happiest moment of my life, but the wheel of fortune

  was to spin with brutal swiftness.




  Not without pangs, I left the country and people that had been so good to me over the past three years for the Great Adventure. There was no time for tears, nothing but excitement. As the train

  rattled across the border into Canada, there on the railway tracks of Moncton in the late summer sunshine, waiting for transport, were dozens of those legendary gods, flight lieutenants, squadron

  leaders and wing commanders, mostly in their early twenties, plastered with DFCs and DSOs, wearing that enviable gold ‘VR’ (Volunteer Reserve) on their lapels and chattering away like

  magpies – all on their way for a quiet spell as instructors, away from ops. I gazed at them in awe and envy. We new recruits, a strangely heterogeneous crew, found ourselves squadded into a

  unit with the exaggeratedly romantic title of the Western Hemisphere Squadron. Most of us were conspicuously young, including several Bundles from Canada or the US like myself. (One was Ian Cole,

  whom I had known before and who would accompany me the furthest in our military careers.) There was an American rapist on the run from New York State, and a playboy from California, all of

  twenty-six, with a receding hairline and Clark Gable moustache. There was a self-contained group of seven or eight Newfoundlanders, the sons of isolated, poverty-gripped cod-fishermen and

  lumberjacks in what was still Britain’s oldest Crown Colony. They were glum people. To them the air force offered tremendous prospects of social and economic betterment, but they were

  backward and ill-educated, and I often wondered how many of them got their wings. Unkindly, we nicknamed them the ‘Neanderthalers’.




  The largest group, and the most impressive, however, consisted of about a dozen blacks from the Caribbean, mostly Jamaican. Looking back on them, shivering in the Canadian winter, I remain

  filled with respect and admiration. They had absolutely no reason to volunteer for the mother country, so many miles away; she hardly treated them well on their home islands in those days and was

  to show them scant welcome in post-war Britain. I often wonder how they made out, how many became aircrew – or survived the war – and what happened to them afterwards. One of them,

  Arthur Wint – highly educated, with that wonderfully melodious West Indian lilt – made his name as an Olympic gold medallist of the 400 metres in both 1948 and

  1952, and later became Jamaican high commissioner in London. His athlete’s frame, 6 foot 6 inches tall, gave me encouragement, for if they could cram Wint, A., into a Spitfire cockpit, then

  there would certainly be room for my meagre 6 foot 2½.




  Little did we know, alas, that the magical Spitfire or even the equally glamorous Mosquito light-bomber was not what we, any of us, were going to be trained for, at that point in the war. By

  1943 it was bombers, bombers, bombers. Oh, the pride when we got fitted up in our uniforms of air-force blue; with what swank we marched around Moncton’s dreary parade ground, to the strains

  of the Royal Air Force March. In the slang of the time, it was all absolutely wizard. We felt we were on the way somewhere, somewhere important. Was there ever a happier time, despite all the

  regimentation? Perhaps we were a bit like those starry-eyed German schoolboys of 1914, so evocatively described in Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front. Looking back on our

  squadron from a vantage-point of six decades I often wonder at the adhesive that bonded us together. It was not something to be bragged about, nor false heroics, but we had luck; we had a

  cause.




  After our initial training at Moncton, we were on our way westwards, to Flying Training Schools on the prairies, with exotic-sounding names like Moose Jaw and Medicine Hat. But that was the

  moment when the weather changed. The sun went in, and it would not come out again for a long time. Unexpectedly, in November 1943, we were subjected to another medical, this time an impressively

  professional Royal Canadian Air Force check-up. There was no fudging this eye-test. The Canadian medical officer was icy and unsparing: ‘You’re barely 20/70 at best. I can’t think

  how you got this far’ – as if I had somehow been wasting the valuable time of the combined RCAF and RAF. The MO stamped my form ‘UNFIT FOR AIRCREW’, appending, as a final

  insult, the handwritten observation ‘No evidence of malingering’, and called out, ‘Next!’ Cole went in and came out white. He, too, had been ploughed, for bad eyesight.

  There were several others of us.




  It was the worst moment of my life. I exaggerate, of course, but I sometimes wonder if this was how poor disgraced Dreyfus felt when he had his sword broken in front of him on the parade-ground

  of the Ecole Militaire. I remember the pain of it, every detail, even now. Why is it that the defeats of one’s youth seem so inconsolably graver than those of later

  life? Perhaps because, then, there seemed to be no alternatives. And, indeed, what alternative could there be; what was the point of soldiering on in groundcrew, servicing the planes of the aces,

  denied the opportunity to play any active part in the war? It seemed like the end of the world. I felt rejected, disgraced.




  So that was how, a forlorn little group of failures, we found ourselves on the inimical tube platform in Liverpool, bound for a groundcrew Manning Depot at an awful dump called West Kirby on a

  bleak hill in the Wirral. There, while the Russian Army heaved itself heroically westwards back across the Dnieper, while the Eighth Army pushed on up through Italy and while the rest of Britain

  readied itself for D-Day the following June, we waited – for what? Nobody quite knew what to do with us. We were unemployed and apparently unemployable. While some unknown bureaucrat decided

  our fate, they set us to work on the vital war service of fumigating officers’ blankets. Many years later some lines of Rupert Brooke’s –




  

    

      

        

          

            the cool kindliness of sheets, that soon




            Smooth away trouble; and the rough male kiss




            Of blankets


          


        


      


    


  




  – reminded me of this procedure. I can still remember the smell, of rather ancient plum pudding. What a waste of all that bursting teenage energy! What a loss for the war

  effort! We were the dregs, the failures combined with the men of no ambition, the motley groundcrew returning on posting from Canada, the cooks, the clerks, the sweepers, the generaltrades, the

  types whose sole and not unadmirable wish was simply to survive the war.




  Our own little group, survivors of the glorious Western Hemisphere Squadron, were reduced to a dispirited handful, including Cole and myself. Even the American rapist talked about getting back

  to the US, to face the rape charges and try to join the US Army. Urged on by a fiery, elderly squadron leader, Brian Nixon, Cole and I had another go at aircrew – this time as flight

  engineer, an infinitely less glamorous role than pilot of a celestial Spitfire (we imagined a kind of airborne mechanic prowling about the innards of a great lumbering bomber with an oil can

  between his teeth). But at least it would mean being in action. Nevertheless, we flunked that one too, as our eyes let us down once again: why on earth, we grumbled,

  couldn’t a flight engineer carry out his duties in specs?




  Amid all this, there was a passing moment of joy, one bright spot. I was given leave to go up to London, to rediscover the father I had not seen for three and a half years. I was prepared to

  find him changed, but I was shocked. Now sixty-eight, he had visibly aged and seemed so much smaller. His whole world had got smaller, too, shrunk within itself and poorer. Our family home was long

  gone, sold up. Too old for war work and a lonely widower, he was living in a tiny two-bedroom house, eating out every night at his club, the Oriental, a half-mile walk there and back in the

  blackout, where he would hobnob with his old pukka-sahib friends from Indian Raj days. Occasionally his rations would be supplemented by a food parcel from Wales, from a new lady-friend,

  determinedly in pursuit, the formidable head of a girls’ finishing school that had been evacuated from London. His seemed a sad and empty life. I was struck by what I now realised must have

  been the drabness of his existence during those years that I had been away. Never once had he complained in any of his letters, and now I suddenly felt dreadful for having deserted him –

  though the decision that I should cross the Atlantic had of course been his.




  What should I call him? Here was an immediate problem. When I had left, in 1940, he was ‘Daddy’ and had remained so in our letters. But that seemed the language of a child, and now I

  was a grown-up airman, 2nd class. I tried ‘Father’, but that sounded too formal, and slightly ecclesiastic. For the short time there remained to us, it was never quite resolved,

  illustrative of how great a chasm had been opened by our years apart. We talked about America, and the beloved friends he had sent me to. It all seemed a million miles away. Nevertheless, there was

  all at once an implicit and unspoken warmth between us. He affected great pleasure in the simple presents I had brought him from Moncton, including a rather tatty Canadian trapper’s

  beaver-fur hat, complete with earflaps, which he wore to show his chums in the Oriental Club. How they must have ribbed him! I was older; I could appreciate his droll, dry sense of humour and could

  understand the quaintly old-fashioned formality that wasn’t in any way coldness, but which made it difficult for him to put an arm round me. He was so touchingly pleased

  to have me back, proud of me, gawky in my AC2’s uniform. We talked about the future. He wanted me to go to Cambridge, then into the City, become a chartered accountant (‘That’s

  where the money will be’) or an electronics engineer (‘That’s where the future will be, but I don’t think you’ve got the maths, poor old boy’), or maybe a

  diplomat (‘Hard exams, but I think your mother would have liked that – all those foreign countries’). More imperatively, we talked about my immediate future. He was plainly

  relieved that I had failed aircrew, and soon the subject of a ‘nice quiet Guards regiment’1 came up. He and his brother, my uncle Newt, who had

  all sorts of cronies in posh places, would try to arrange for me to get a transfer. He seemed to know most of the regimental lieutenant-colonels by their first names, or at least knew somebody who

  did. Well, if that was the only way to get into the war, I was beginning to think, to get away from fumigating blankets in my beloved RAF, then why not?




  It was glum, returning to West Kirby, back to the blankets, after that first leave at home with my father. Looking back on it now, from the very different standpoint of the cynical and

  worldly-wise twenty-first century I am faintly amazed at our mad ardour to get into battle and more than a little relieved that things turned out as they did. For by the end of 1943 the RAF no

  longer wanted those glamorous Spit pilots, the Douglas Baders and the ‘Cocky’ Dundases of 1940. So the great Lancasters, plodding gamely over Germany night after night, losing an

  average of one in ten planes each time, would have been our fate. If I had managed not to be shot down, there was a fair chance that I would have survived the war with a guilt complex about what we

  had done to those German cities and their inhabitants. One statistic, little appreciated, continues to trouble me to this very day – namely, that the 57,000 British lives lost with RAF Bomber

  Command almost exactly equals the number of officers killed in the holocaust of the First World War. Those officers were called the ‘Lost Generation’, whose absence gravely diminished

  post-1918 Britain; were the dead of Bomber Command, a technical elite, the Lost Generation of post-1945 Britain?




  Uncle Newt was as good as his word. With the enthusiastic connivance of the bellicose Squadron Leader Brian Nixon, invisible wires began to be pulled. One day AC2 Cole and

  I were summoned to Birdcage Walk in London for an interview with the Regimental Lieutenant-Colonel of the Coldstream Guards, M. F. Trew. We looked as smart as we possibly could, but in our somewhat

  bluer-than-blue RCAF uniforms, among all those rigidly drilled, short-back-and-sides, stamping and saluting Guardsmen, with their peaked caps crammed down over their eyes, we must have cut the most

  incongruous of figures. From the stares one might have concluded that no aircraftman 2nd class had ever dared cross the threshold of Wellington Barracks. The Regimental Sergeant-Major, with fierce

  handle-bar moustaches, who ushered us one by one into the godlike presence, looked incredulous. There was, after all – though we were too green to realise it – something quite

  insufferable about presenting ourselves thus, clearly as second choice, to a body that so proudly lived upon its ancient motto of Nulli Secundus (second to none).




  Colonel Trew was warm and encouraging but – godlike (one was soon to learn that the highest deity in the military hierarchy was not the Chief of the Imperial General Staff but the

  regimental lieutenant-colonels of each regiment of the Brigade of Guards). He didn’t think such a transfer had ever been done before, but he couldn’t see any reason why it should not

  – if that was what I really wanted? Nervously, just turned eighteen, and wondering apprehensively what lay behind all the shouting and stamping, and the terrible tales we had already heard of

  the horrors of the Guards Depot Caterham, I assured him that, yes, it was what I wanted. With the technical and mechanical training we had already received in the air force, he thought we would be

  well suited for the new and as yet unblooded (it was waiting for D-Day) Guards Armoured Division.




  Interviewed separately, we left proudly with two slips of paper. Mine said, ‘I am prepared to accept this man for potential officer training,’ and so on; Cole’s mysteriously

  contained the enhancement ‘without hesitation’. We were now ranked equally as ‘Guardsman Recruit’ and had two new regimental numbers which, as had been the case in the RAF,

  were consecutive, because we had signed up at the same minute of the same day. But what had he said in the interview, I asked a little covetously, that I hadn’t? ‘Oh,’ said Ian,

  ‘I told him I liked cricket.’ Oily bastard! Never mind, we were in. In the post there followed a little placard, emblazoned with the State Colours of the

  Coldstream, to proclaim to family and parents that (as of 26 February 1944) I was ‘serving King and Country as a soldier (No. 2666732) in the Coldstream Guards’. God willing, in twelve

  months’ time we would be battle-ready second lieutenants in command of a handful of tanks, with their guns pointing at the Hun.




  The Birdcage Walk procedure gave me the opportunity to sneak a couple of days’ leave with my father. He was delighted by this development, though I suspect that, out of the same protective

  motives that had caused him to despatch me to America, he might have been still happier had I been found a non-combatant role digging potatoes. We got on famously. As a treat he took me round to

  the Connaught Grill, where we saw the American Ambassador, John G. Winant, dining quietly in a corner. My father introduced me: ‘My boy, just back from America – did him so much

  good.’ Seated at our own table I watched with greedy expectation as the head waiter, surrounded by the august panelling that remains unchanged to the present day, with great ceremony whipped

  off silver domes to reveal reconstituted American dried egg, scrambled on toast. I felt a warm happiness that evening. After the bitter disappointment of the RAF, I had found a new friend. Whatever

  grim passages may lie ahead, one day the war would be over, and, with my father, I could look forward to a bright new world.




  Cole and I returned to West Kirby, in a state of limbo, to await summons to the Guards Depot at Caterham. Blanket-fumigating no longer seemed quite so intolerable. Then, one grey December day,

  there came an urgent summons for me to report to the Squadron Leader. I blanched. Had I committed some misdemeanour? Had Colonel Trew changed his mind? Nixon treated me with more than usual

  friendliness, asked me to sit down and offered me a cigarette. A signal had just come through from the Air Ministry: my father had been knocked down by a car and was in St George’s Hospital,

  Hyde Park Corner. Nixon didn’t know the details, but from his face he clearly thought it sounded bad. Was history repeating itself? He was kindness itself, sending me back to London on

  immediate compassionate leave.




  Uncle Newt took me to the hospital and filled me in. It seemed that my father had been dining at the Oriental Club, celebrating my return with some friends. He was walking

  back from Hanover Square in the funereal dark of the blackout. Very probably he had had one too many. A car knocked him over. They took him to St. George’s. His skull was fractured and he had

  not recovered consciousness. The surgeon, a natty figure wearing a pink bow tie, could not offer any encouraging prognosis. I went and sat with him, in the accident ward, every day. His poor old

  head was swathed in bandages, and he seemed peacefully asleep. I longed for him to open his eyes, smile and say something. Once he seemed about to wake up, muttering unintelligibly about

  ‘ginger wine’. But he never came to, never spoke again. With what seemed like great determination, he lingered on unconscious for another six weeks, getting visibly frailer, and died on

  4 February 1944. He never lived to see me in that ‘nice quiet Guards regiment’.




  That Christmas, in austere, battered London, while my father lay in hospital, was the cruellest and loneliest I can remember. Uncle Newt and Aunt Ursie did their best, but they had never had

  children of their own. We were not close and I felt no warmth. The ardent lady from the finishing school in Wales disappeared overnight, and so did the food parcels. From distant America the

  letters (there was no telephone connection) were wonderfully consoling. I missed them all terribly, but the thread never broke. Regularly the incredibly generous food parcels arrived from New York,

  the rich home-made plum cakes, to be scoffed by greedy Guards recruits at Caterham and Pirbright. My friendship with Bill Buckley, now a comrade in arms at a US Army boot-camp, remained, tenuous

  though it was thanks to the vagaries of wartime communication. He wrote encouragingly: ‘you would annoy me more than I can say if you should go and get yourself killed one of these

  days’. But, with the cheery self-assurance of eighteen-year-olds which alone makes war possible, none of us really thought that we could possibly be killed, let alone maimed.




  I was living during those weeks in the bleakness of my father’s empty house. From there I made frequent expeditions to Charing Cross Road to buy second-hand books about Mongolia and

  Central Asia and dream of exotic travels in the future. I started writing a first book, about those three years in America, and contemplated a novel to alleviate the emptiness I felt. Apart from my

  uncle and aunt, I knew not a soul in London. Then, after my father had at last died, the war intervened, providing a blessed distraction in the shape of the summons to

  Caterham. It was tough, tougher than either Guardsman Cole or I had ever anticipated. Arriving (there was no other option) in those bright-blue Canadian uniforms before trading them in for khaki

  battledress and stiff-peaked cap, we inevitably became marked men. The remaining traces of transatlantic accents hardly helped. ‘So you’ve come back to ’elp us win the war,

  ’ave you now – like Errol Flynn, eh?’ was the standard NCO’s friendly quip that followed the invariable parade-ground reproaches of ‘dirty rifle’,

  ‘idle’ (that is, just plain bloody exhausted) or ‘dirty flesh’ (a couple of whiskers that missed the matitudinal razor). Though, at eighteen, we felt older hands than the

  others – some, hot out of school, were entitled to extra milk, much to the derision of the Trained Soldier2 – in fact our RAF training availed

  us naught, or worse than. It was a bit like hoping that a passing acquaintance with classical Greek at prep school might help you with demotic Greek. There were many times when, in nostalgia for

  the RAF, I felt like ex-AC Ross, alias T. E. Lawrence, as he complained on transferring to the army: ‘the difference between Army and Air is that between earth and air, no less.’




  The two of us, Cole and I, were, however, experienced enough – just – to recognise that all the shouting, the terrible ‘chasing’ (changing, in three minutes flat, from

  one ‘kit’ to another, six times a day), the folding of blankets daily so tight that a sixpence would bounce off, the seemingly pointless ‘bulling up’, painting the hearths

  white and the fuel black for Company Commander’s inspection, was all part of survival-of-the-fittest, breaking down the unfit, and – though this was sometimes hard to perceive –

  it was basically good humoured. We lost a few: one passed out during the MO’s introductory lecture, accompanied by gory slides on VD; another dropped out following the statutary harangue by

  the second-in-command, a much decorated veteran of two wars, on the theme that Guardsmen-die-but-don’t-surrender; a third went berserk when having a TAB (triple typhoid) injection, chased

  around the room by the Sergeant Orderly, syringe in hand (‘Only nancy-boys are frightened of pricks,’ observed Gas-Sergeant Crabb, the Company wit); a fourth was found crouching under his bed after a rifle had crashed on to the ground during an air raid.




  Before we even saw a tank, we learned how to crawl under barbed wire with live ammunition fired above our rumps; how to strip a Bren gun, that hardy perennial of the 1939–45 war; how to

  prepare for battle under a mustard-gas attack. Several nights in a row a touch of reality was added to all the training when the Luftwaffe carried out desultory raids on the camp. Our platoon

  officer was a forty-year-old, Lieutenant Barnard, with an MC from the Great War, which shows just how close the two world wars were, and what that generation had endured. Surprisingly gentle for

  the depot was our sergeant, Bill Young, a delightful, human figure who had fought through the retreat from Dunkirk. Infinitely more terrifying was the Company Sergeant-Major, Ronnie Nott. Striding

  across the parade ground, the inseparable pacing-stick tucked under his armpit, he had an extraordinary capacity to froth at will white spittle at the corners of his mouth in simulated – or

  was it real? – rage over sloppy drill. And faced by drill, day after day, one often wondered what was the point of it all for us future tankies. Then, at the end of each week of hell, came

  the special treat of marching to the music of the regimental fife-and-drums. Somehow the stirring strains of ‘Milanollo’ (the Coldstream official march) would make the slouchiest of us

  stand taller and march like proper Guardsmen. ‘Oh, the brave music of a distant drum . . .’ Later one began to understand the magic whereby, after the worst battles in Tunisia or Italy,

  a battered Guards battalion would be drawn out of the line and resuscitated by marching to regimental music.




  Though it seemed endless, even the hell of thirteen weeks of Caterham came to an end and in April we were shipped to Pirbright Pre-OCTU (Officer Cadet Training Unit), at the other end of Surrey,

  for our first acquaintance with tanks, courtesy of the Guards Armoured Training Wing. Meanwhile, the Red Army was pushing on unstoppably towards the Polish frontier; and southern England was

  filling up with Allied tanks in preparation for D-Day. Proudly we exchanged our uncomfortable stiff-peaked caps for black tank berets. But there was little let-up or change in the tempo of

  training, the shouting and the stamping – all the internals that afforded the Brigade its admirable elitist mystique. The French use a word, engrenage, to describe being caught up in

  the system; it sounds like the meshing and gnashing of gears, and indeed that is what it was. It was all a great machine, with the sole ultimate purpose of testing our

  spirits to destruction, with the object of sorting leaders from non-leaders. More of us dropped out along the wayside, with the dread initials RTU (Returned to Unit) appended to one’s name. A

  kind of pecking order swiftly established itself. Cole (Colonel Trew had clearly spotted some hidden talent there) became a recruit leader, near to the top of the pyramid; I was considerably lower

  down, clearly more suited by temperament to the individualism of that notional Spitfire than to parade-ground discipline. My battledress (surely the least battle-like kit any Second World War army

  was equipped with?) seemed always to bulge in the wrong places. Looking at the old group photos, Cole invariably looked soldierly and reliable, almost Prussian, his stiff cap brimming with

  self-confidence. How childlike we all looked, tiny boys compared to the hefty sergeants and trained soldiers – some of us still on extra milk and dependent on Mars Bars handed out weekly by

  motherly Church Army ladies. Many of these men are dead now, though few were killed in battle; some became generals; one became a television millionaire, another a QC.




  Pirbright brought the added interest of introduction to that imposing instrument of war, the tank. Two hundred of them, American Shermans, British Cromwells, roared, whined and wheezed away like

  modern dinosaurs in the tank park. They looked vast and persuasively impregnable – until, studying weapon-recognition in the classroom, one noted details of the opposing enemy armour. Even to

  the eye of the novice, they looked so much more businesslike than ours. Where we had the bulky Sherman, thrown together at speed by General Motors (and nicknamed by those who fought in it the

  Ronson – ‘one flick and it lights’), and the fast but diminutive Cromwell, with its puny 6-pounder peashooter, the Germans had tanks with altogether more sinister silhouettes

  – none of which, as of spring 1944, the unblooded Guards Armoured had yet encountered. There was the Panther with its slinky low profile and thick sloping armour and the Tiger with its huge

  and lethal 88mm (‘Looks like a bloody great telegraph pole sticking out in front,’ one old sweat from Tunisia recalled). Better even than driving a bucking, roaring tank, learning to

  fly crosscountry on a motorbike was quite the best fun the army could offer to date. Apart from that, indoctrination in the technical secrets of the tank was interesting. We

  were taught how to operate that wilful instrument, the No. 19 wireless set. But why, I always wondered, the Morse code? Nobody I ever knew who actually fought in tanks ever had time to tap out an

  emergency call, known as a ‘Mae West’. We learned how to strip down and clean in record time the breech block of the thoroughly inadequate chief armament, the 6-pounder peashooter.




  In the wartime Brigade of Guards the NCOs ruled through their trenchant, macho humour. In the barrack room the Troop Sergeant, the redoubtable Sergeant Brown, a Geordie former coalminer, reigned

  with devastating wit and a capacity for mimicry. He made a careful study of the foibles of each member of the squad, and it was his recommendation that decided whether candidates for Sandhurst

  would make it or not. We eighteen-year-olds were justly terrified of him and his acid tongue. On a thirty-six-hour pass, one cadet – later to become a duke – went alone to see a film in

  Oxford and partially lost his virtue to two beefy Land Girls who molested him from either side during Mrs Miniver. He was much distressed. ‘But why didn’t you protest, fight

  back?’ we asked him. ‘Because I kept thinking of Sergeant Brown, and all that stuff about “conduct unbecoming”.’ So he suffered in silence. If we sensed that,

  fundamentally, S’arnt Brown was on our side, it was not the same with the PT instructors. Admittedly, they had a horrible job – to make us weeds fit to kill the enemy – but they

  did revel in it. Dedicated perverts they seemed to be: it was hard to guess what form of activity would attract them in civvy life. As we were made to climb rope netting with full kit and rifle,

  grinding with hobnailed boots the fingers of those below us, to swing over chasms on a rope, to crawl under barbed wire with thunderflashes thrown at us to lend reality, we hated them with a

  passion.




  It was on one such assault course that my progress on the way to fighting the Hun next became derailed. I gashed my right shin and it promptly went septic. Within days it had swollen up and was

  painful to walk on. A Guardsman hobbling on the parade ground was hardly inconspicuous. Sarn’t Brown had me despatched to the Pirbright sickbay. There an eldely MO, a Lieutenant Smith with a

  distinctive aroma of whisky, put me to bed for a couple of days and treated the injury with a variety of Wellingtonian preparations such as silver nitrate. I returned to duty, but once again the

  leg swelled up, worse than before. The septic sore became a deep ulcer. I was back in Lieutenant Smith’s care, this time for a week or more. He made discouraging

  noises: ‘If it doesn’t heal, we may have to have it off.’ More immediately threatening, the rest of my squad – Cole and the others – moved on, and I was left behind,

  not once but several times ‘back-squadded’. From my sickbed I could hear the rumble of the Guards Armoured tanks pulling out from the tank park in preparation for Normandy. Once again I

  was missing the war; it went on being fought without me. That was painful – even more painful than the leg.




  Yet, like so many things in life, it had compensations. A former inmate of the sick-lines, some surprisingly erudite Guardsman, had left behind Aldous Huxley’s novel Point Counter

  Point and Compton Mackenzie’s Winds of Love. I read them avidly and was immediately seduced. Was there really, somewhere out there, a world ‘that has such people in it’

  – such as Huxley’s Lord Tantamount, Spandrell and Illidge, Rampion and the dreadful hypocritical prototype of the champagne socialist, Walter Bidlake? I longed to know it, and in that

  frustrating sickbed dreamed of Huxley’s world. Suddenly I knew what I wanted to do in life; it had to be, to write. Over the next months on leave I would buy and read every Huxley novel I

  could lay my hands on. But perhaps I was even more immediately drawn to Mackenzie’s eastern Mediterranean of adventure, spies and high romance.




  But what hope of all this, of writing like Huxley, participating in adventures like Mackenzie’s, while incarcerated in the sickbay at Pirbright? Survival was still the key. D-Day took

  place. In the run-up to it, all leave was cancelled. Instead, as a sop, we cadets were sent to Medmenham to practise river crossings on the Thames. (Little could I have known that I would come to

  spend some of the happiest years of my life at nearby Turville.) The Guards Armoured Division broke out of Normandy, and after a fantastic, exciting chase liberated Brussels. It was now the autumn

  of 1944. I was back on duty, but I had lost weeks (and my friends) and the leg was still not properly mended. The ulcer healed, but left a nasty, weeping kind of sore. Sandhurst would not accept me

  until it was cured. Eventually, in despair, I sought out a civilian doctor, who sent me to Guy’s Hospital in London. There an amazing, bright-blue ointment based on gentian violet did the

  trick. Hitler, however, nearly brought an end to all the misery. London was under attack from the V-1 and V-2 bombs. One day in Guy’s I was just getting out of bed when

  there was a brilliant flash outside; something prompted me to duck behind a partition, and a second later the whole window flew past me. A V-2 rocket had landed just outside.




  I finally got to Sandhurst, but with something akin to despair. The war was coming to an end in Europe. The newspapers showed photographs of Belsen, as British troops liberated the first of

  Hitler’s concentration camps. We studied them in stunned silence; if ever justification was needed for ‘fighting the good war’ there it was. Ian Cole was commissioned, but even he

  saw no action. We celebrated Victory in Europe Day, on leave together, but somehow feeling we didn’t really belong to the victory, among all the heroes. Compared with Caterham and Pirbright,

  Sandhurst was wildly civilised; we were almost officers and gentlemen – ‘I call you sir, and you call me sir. Do you see, sir!’ the RSM informed us. There the greatest enemy of

  promise that lurked, like the last long serpent on the Snakes and Ladders board, took the shape of the black-denimed civilian engineers from Rolls-Royce, protecting their beloved engines and

  waiting to pounce if any wayward cadet dared fail to test a Sherman radial for hydrostatic leak. The war carried on in the Far East. The hatred I had nurtured for the Germans was replaced by anger

  at the cruelty of the Japanese, with their bayonet practice on living civilians and prisoners of war. But, traditionally, the Brigade never went east of Suez, so its regiments would be left behind

  to police Germany and the Middle East. I went to see the C. O. of our squadron. Could I not transfer to the Airborne? Or what about the Yorkshire Hussars, supposedly bound for Burma? A Coldstreamer

  himself, he was unsympathetic. ‘Go back and finish your training, and shut up’ was the message. So I did. I got my commission, after two years of training, but for what? That same week

  the first atom bomb was dropped on Japan. It was all over.
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  ENSIGN OF THE GUARD, UNWANTED
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  Guards Armoured Training Wing, 1944. Sergeant Brown is on the front row, fourth from right; AH, back row, far left.




   




  




  A profession which makes bad men worse.




  Laurence Sterne, A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy




  A few years ago I ran into a pal who had graduated from Sandhurst with me that month of August 1945. We had been good friends, but had not seen each other since; he lived in

  northern Scotland. We met at a convivial Christmas party. Conspiratorially he drew me into a quiet corner: ‘Alistair, tell me, do you sometimes very secretly wish the war hadn’t ended

  just then?’ I started: ‘Frankly, I’ve been thinking about it ever since!’




  Of course I had my private regrets, but they were selfish ones. There was all that time wasted on training, learning how to kill efficiently, all that firing up, over two long years. But there

  was a huge element of self-gratification. Aged eighteen, we all wanted to experience the Great Adventure, to prove ourselves, to come out the other end, knowing that one could take being under fire

  and not get it wrong. Then, looking back as a military historian, how much would it have helped to have heard the crack of an 88 in battle? the shriek of a Nebelwerfer? to have had the experience

  of commanding four tanks in action? One will never know. But anyone in the British armed forces still lucky enough to be alive in that August of 1945, with any vestige of humility, got down on his

  knees and thanked his God.




  And there were other consolations: there were the girls. I had received a disheartening rebuff in Moncton, New Brunswick, when my seventeen-year-old’s advances were repelled by a Canadian

  girl called Irma with the words ‘Oh no! I’m keeping it for an officer’. Eventually I succeeded in losing ‘it’ to a businesslike Piccadilly tart in the blackout. That

  put me off ‘love’ for a while. Then there appeared a sweet girl who lived close to Sandhurst. I borrowed Cole’s ancient and highly unreliable MG to take her out for the weekend,

  and we ended up in the Maida Vale flat of a girlfriend. There we wrestled all night with the problems of a hymen which seemed to be constructed like the gateway to the Tower

  of London. Faced with our youthful ineptitude, the hymen won; she declared that it was all ‘rather horrid’. Indeed so it was. More dead than alive I rattled back to Sandhurst. As I

  turned in though the main entrance my foot failed to connect with the dodgy brake, and I torpedoed the venerable gate. Cole’s MG was extensively damaged, and I had to buy it off him –

  for the vast sum of £125. An expensive early lesson in ‘love’.




  But there were better things in store. I met an immensely pretty blonde actress, understudy to one of the stars of the day. Junie was only nineteen, but had been around, had the pertest of

  behinds and was engagingly uncomplicated. So too was her divorcee mother, who profoundly shocked George, a fellow Coldstream ensign, by grabbing his belt in a vigorous attempt to lead him upstairs

  at Junie’s coming-out party. His shock, principally, was that anyone so old should still have desires. Junie’s mother was, I recall, a robust thirty-seven.




  Arrival back at the Guards Armoured Training Battalion in Pirbright, as an ensign with one glittering star on the shoulder, inevitably a let-down. The war was over. One was swiftly made to feel

  not entirely wanted. With the Guards Armoured being disbanded, there was a sudden surfeit of young officers and not enough employment. The reception was polite but frigid. The Commanding Officer,

  Lieutenant-Colonel Ririd Myddelton, was a fearsome figure with a prominent jaw, made fearsome (so I learned from his son Hugh many years later) by disappointment at having been recalled from

  commanding a tank battalion in Normandy without the customary DSO. The company commanders were veterans, majors of twenty-four, tired before their age, waiting either to be demobbed or to get on

  with peacetime soldiering. But perhaps the most difficult to come to terms with were the freshly blooded subalterns, who had just seen a shot or two fired in anger. Although barely more than six

  months to a year older than us ensigns, they perceived themselves to be a different generation – and, indeed, for the rest of time, that relationship has endured. There were, of course, the

  exceptions. Most notable was Andrew Cavendish, future Duke of Devonshire, a company commander with an MC about which he was characteristically modest, wonderfully laid-back, friendly and

  accessible. I have enduring memories of Andrew, supposedly conducting some boring exercise, fast asleep beneath a gorse bush. But how some of our contemporaries did fawn on

  the future master of Chatsworth!




  Much of the life at Pirbright was disagreeably snobbish, even by the standards of 1945. We were issued a pamphlet, ‘Instructions to Young Officers Joining a Battalion’, written

  – it was alleged – by Nancy Mitford. It contained such gems as ‘Speak about “Plain Clothes” – Not “Civvies”.’ ‘Pardon’,

  ‘perfume’, and ‘up-to-town’ were equally proscribed. ‘Don’t spring to attention like a “Frenchman” when you come into the anterooms and find yourself

  confronted by the Colonel . . .’ It also featured this chestnut: ‘Never openly discuss any possible lapse of virtue on the part of your mutual female friends.’ (In fact, in the

  mess very little else was ever discussed! One lucky fellow ensign collected a £50 wager from a party of us for copulating with his girlfriend under a table in the 400 nightclub, while the

  band played on.) ‘Remember,’ this invaluable document continued, ‘they may be discussing you too.’ Finally it enjoined: ‘The only female you may walk arm in arm with

  in public (other than down the aisle) is your aged mother.’




  We newly commissioned ensigns were, some of us more than others (I was one of the former), a bolshie lot. I found one kindred spirit in a fellow ensign, Mark Norman, who had also wanted to join

  the RAF, where his father had died a hero’s death in one of the first airborne operations. The war over, we both now wanted to get out of the army as quickly as we could, and meanwhile have

  as much fun as possible. We set about flouting rules and regulations, and raising hell, as regularly as we could. It was a wan dawn that greeted England the morning after VJ-Day. Britain was cold,

  hungry and bankrupt. The Training Battalion was awash with spare young officers with nothing to do – especially those, like us, who had had their toys, their tanks, taken away from them. Now

  we were to be retrained as infantry platoon commanders, our smart black berets swapped for dim khaki ones. And, except for the oldest and longest serving, there was no hint of demob. Boredom was

  unrelenting.




  Consequently, whenever we ensigns could, we would set off for London, forty minutes by car – stopping by the obliging Mr Jarrett of Jarrett Motors in Datchet for a fill of black-market

  petrol on the way. In London we would splurge our allowances drinking or, with luck, go dancing for free. Amazingly, so soon after the end of the war, there were already ambitious hostesses throwing parties for their daughters, sending out invitations by the score to anonymous officers at Pirbright, often at elegant premises near Hyde Park Corner, No.

  23 Knightsbridge. Then we would hurtle back to camp at 6 a.m. for first parade. One morning I arrived back with so little voice after a night of carousing that the Company Sergeant-Major amused

  himself by making me quick-march my platoon off in the direction of the Brookwood Canal. ‘Then, sir, if you please, “about turn” just before they reach it. Try not lose

  them now.’ At the crunch moment, I could utter no more than a falsetto squeak. In the best tradition of Brigade discipline the platoon marched on, to the very brink of disaster, until a

  stentorian roar from the CSM halted them.




  Ten days’ commissioning leave came along. Uncle Newt and Aunt Ursie kindly offered space, but conversation with them was limited to who was who in Brigade circles (of which I had no idea),

  the iniquities of the new Labour government of Clement Attlee, and my own stressed bank account. So I took myself off alone to a modest hotel, and started to write a first novel. Though

  optimistically thinking myself a Huxley or a Compton Mackenzie, the results were depressingly autobiographical – growing up, and the war. That was all I really knew anything about. After a

  few laboriously handwritten pages, I fell in love instead. I began collecting notes, filed away under ‘Literary material’, which were to grow into box after unused box, for the novels

  that would never be completed.




  At one of those parties at No. 23 Knightsbridge somebody introduced me to a cluster of three girls sitting out on the staircase. I invited the prettiest to dance; she was very blonde, beautiful

  and almost as tall as me, but seemed a bit older. Her name was Jo, for Joanna. As we danced I felt something rough on her left ring-finger. ‘Are you married? engaged?’ I asked.

  ‘No,’ she said, as she placed her cheek against mine. ‘I’m a widow. My husband was killed with the Irish Guards, in Normandy last August.’




  What could one say? What was there to be said? I felt very insignificant. She was very sweet, smiling and friendly. We danced most of the evening together. She let me have her address. We met

  for dinner the following week, and went on to the 400. Gradually I realised I had fallen head over heels in love. For once there would be no bed at the end of a (preferably brief) pursuit. This was

  no Junie – who now disappeared briskly out of my life. Where was the beast desire? Could there be a different category of desire? But where could it all possibly lead?

  I wasn’t yet quite twenty; she was twenty-three, with a two-and-a-half-year-old baby girl, sharing a tiny Chelsea flat with her parents and working as a Red Cross volunteer. For the next

  weeks, months, we spent every possible moment with each other. Those short hours were the happiest I could remember. But what could I possibly offer her? Certainly not security. I could make her

  laugh, drive away the bouts of despair that would suddenly well up. Her eyes would twinkle with gaiety, then suddenly turn sad, and I knew she was thinking about her husband. He was never far away.

  How much was my Brigade uniform a kind of touchstone for her, I sometimes wondered? On the other side, how much did I regard her as a kind of earth-mother surrogate? Ours was to be, sadly, a

  Winter’s Tale; none of the joys of spring, the gentle warmth of an English summer; and, essentially, it was a wartime affair – with all the stresses, and desperation – and Jo had

  been through it all before, only a few months earlier. To try to cheer her out of her bleaker moments I would play over and over the title song of Noël Coward’s 1945 musical Sigh No

  More, wistful words that reflected the feelings of so many women who had lost husbands or lovers in the brutal war that had just ended:




  

    

      

        

          

            Sigh no more, sigh no more,




            Grey clouds of sorrow fill the sky no more.




            Cry no more, die no more, those little deaths at parting.




            New life and new love are starting,




            Sing again, sing again,




            The winter’s over and it’s spring again.




            . . .




            Sweet and beguiling lady sigh no more, sigh no more,




            Sweet and beguiling lady sigh no more.


          


        


      


    


  




  It was all the war, the war. We were totally – painfully – chaste; no bed, just clasping on the dance floor or frozen good-night hugs in Jo’s unheated Baby

  Austin. We were strangely happy, for all that denial – or just possibly because of it.




  Indirectly, I suppose, the rushing up and down to London to see Jo was to lead to a fundamental change in my whole future. One night I was offered a lift up to London from Pirbright by a

  Coldstream captain, Richard Fortescue. His car was so ancient that the accelerator was somehow located between the clutch and the brake. On the way back, in the small hours,

  the car started weaving down the road. ‘Christ, I fell asleep!’ he exclaimed. ‘You take over.’ I did. All went well until we reached the camp, when the rows of grey huts had

  a soporific effect on me too. I suddenly saw the white mass of the Officers’ Mess looming up at me and jammed my foot on the brake. But of course it was the accelerator. (I seem not to have

  been lucky with cars in those days.) Fortescue’s vile old crock bounded up the steps, straight through the double front doors of the mess building, which were brought down on its roof with a

  thunderous crash, accompanied by two bangs and a whinnying sound like a dying horse as both front (black-market) tyres exploded. It must have been about 6 a.m. Out of the ghastly wreckage appeared

  the formidable figure of the Commanding Officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Myddelton wrapped in a kimono. At the best of times, he had a jaw like an angry crocodile; on this occasion it would have

  crunched a Drill-Pig’s pacing stick in one snap.




  The immediate result of this catastrophe was several extra pickets, confinement to barracks (and no Jo) and a further financial haemorrhage to pay for the mess doors and Fortescue’s tyres,

  not to mention ruinous games of poker in the mess with grandees like Andrew Devonshire. More significantly, it also meant that I was top of the Colonel’s blacklist for an early posting away

  from the regiment. Daily propositions of such delights as Army Hygiene Courses (how to instruct Guardsmen about the clap) came my way – then, at last, a slot at the School of Intelligence.

  ‘I really think this may be just up your alley, Horne – if you’re capable of any intelligence’ said the Colonel with the deprecating sniff reserved in the Brigade for such

  arcane, long-haired subjects – coupled, unmistakably, with relief at this opportunity to rid himself of a tiresome, supernumerary young officer.




  I packed up, unaware that I was not to return to Pirbright, sword drill or regimental training – or even the Regiment – ever again, and took myself off to the Army School of

  Intelligence. It was located in a requisitioned Surrey prep school at Frensham Ponds called Pierrepont House. As I drove through a discreet gateway, I noticed an odd-looking dead elm, made

  apparently of papier-mâché, and with a pair of eyes peeping out of it – or could I have imagined it? Inside the school, seated under a large-scale

  Intelligence Corps badge (defined by rude, and envious, outsiders as a ‘pansy resting on its laurels’), I was greeted by the Colonel, a man with a small moustache and protuberant eyes,

  somehow mirrored by the similarly aggressive genitals of the bull-terrier that sat between his feet. His welcome was not overwhelmingly friendly. He clearly shared the generally held view that all

  Guardsmen were, by definition, dim, so what was I doing at Pierrepont House? Dismissively he asked if I had noticed anything unusual as I entered the school. ‘Yes, sir. There was a phoney

  dead elm by the drive, with a man inside. Come to think of it, it’s gone now!’ With a surprised grunt, the Colonel made a note, and I was in.




  The course of several weeks that followed proved hardly designed for the creation of future 007s. It was largely focused on the role of a battalion IO, or intelligence officer. We did exercises

  based on the 1940 retreat from France. A major from General Slim’s Fourteenth (‘Forgotten’) Army, with the stress of Burma still writ large across his furrowed brow, took us into

  the Surrey woods and had us hunt for plastic mule droppings. From their pattern, he assured us, a skilled Naga tracker could tell which way the mule – and ipso facto the Japanese

  – were heading.




  At the end of the course we had a passing-out exam, an exercise in which we were all IOs operating in the heat of battle. To add reality, a major who also bore the unmistakable look of a man

  only recently recovered from shell-shock brought a motorbike into the corridor of Pierrepont House and revved it up at full throttle, screaming ‘Stukas!’ We all passed the exam. The

  colonel with his pop eyes and priapic dog interviewed me and asked if I’d like ‘an I-job’. I said yes, and was transferred to the I-Corps depot currently sheltered in the grounds

  of Wentworth Woodhouse, the biggest private house in England, just outside Rotherham in Yorkshire, to await posting abroad. I left Frensham feeling that I had not learned a great deal about the

  mysteries of contemporary intelligence work, and a bit like the hero of Compton Mackenzie’s famous spoof, Water on the Brain, the naive but well-meaning Major Blenkinsop.




  In truth, what I had mainly on my brain wasn’t papier-mâché elms but Jo. I continued to spend every possible free moment with her. She would drive down to Frensham on these

  wintry evenings, still dressed in her Red Cross uniform, in her ancient Baby Austin. We would eat in a pub, then sit for ages in the draught-riven little car, just chatting.

  Or I would rush up to London, and we would dance the night away in the Orchid Room. (There was a curious arrangement under London’s wartime licensing laws whereby nightclubs were not allowed

  to sell drinks on the premises, so small boys would fly around to all-night liquor stores collecting bottles of gin – on which you then wrote your name and it would be there waiting for you

  on the next visit to the club.) For a fiver you could dance all night, to the seductive strains of Edmundo Ros or the groovier Harry Roy. Nevertheless, £5 was half my weekly allowance (highly

  generous, in those days), on top of my ensign’s pay of eleven shillings a day. Soon I was again in financial difficulties. Newt, my uncle and trustee, was scorchingly vituperative. I was on a

  Hogarthian road to ruin; if I went on being overdrawn he would cancel my account at Coutts, he would report me to the Regimental Lieutenant-Colonel. (I still have the letters, masterpieces worthy

  of Lord Chesterfield.) Never mind: omnia vincit amor.




  I declared my love for Jo. I expected nothing. Anyway, à quoi bon? I was only just twenty, a second-lieutenant with no very clear future, except a posting abroad. She parried, and

  wrote me a long letter of explanation. After Mick’s death, she had ‘almost gone mad’, had had suicidal moments. Briefly, crazily, she became engaged to his brother. Then, when I

  met her, she had a semi-understanding with a fellow officer in her husband’s battalion. Mick’s ghost was everywhere, not to be exorcised. She just wasn’t ready to think about

  love. Her parents were wonderfully sweet and surprisingly receptive to me. I spent Christmas 1945 with them in their Chelsea flat. It was an austere, bleak time in England, but for me, after the

  two previous, lonely Christmases, the most cheerful since I had left my American family. In fact, Jo and her parents and her baby daughter Jenifer became a kind of surrogate family. Here was

  suddenly a world full of sunshine and hope. Then gradually – or perhaps it was more sudden than that – I found my love being reciprocated. We were as one. We got engaged, officially. We

  bought a ring; it was announced in The Times.




  Reactions were curious. Jo’s parents were warmly supportive; I had some charming telegrams of congratulation and encouragement from America; my one and only first cousin, Eve, whose

  husband had been killed in the desert four years previously, and who would never marry again but would drink herself to an early death from cirrhosis, was manifestly

  disapproving. So too was Uncle Newt, ever the pessimist and clearly (rightly, too) concerned about the financial realities of the whole proposition. To my future in-laws he wrote, ‘it seems

  to me the height of folly so young a man wishing to marry anyone, don’t you agree?’ He was surprised by the contrary response this elicited. But the mother of my friend Ian Cole (a

  thoroughly disagreeable old bat) wrote me an unsparingly direct note: ‘we felt sure it must be a joke – however as we can see it’s true we both wish you good luck and happiness.

  We hope we can rely on you to do nothing to encourage Ian to follow your example . . .’ Much more to the point, and rather wise for someone of our tender years, a letter from my closest

  (platonic) girlfriend, Margaret Ewart, sister of a brother officer and whose loved one had also been killed in the last year of the war, gave it to me straight, citing C. S. Lewis on love as

  opposed to ‘being in love’:




  

    

      

        putting ‘being in love’ to one side (for just one minute), you must consider Jo as the one woman to be your life-long companion – the best word I can

        think of. Is she the woman you want to share your joys, troubles and sadnesses, and to be the mother of your children? I’m not saying she would not be ideal but I do think these things

        should be considered not through love’s ecstatic glasses but through the lens of cold reality . . .




        When you are 45 and still a man in the prime of life – Jo is going to be a middle-aged woman. Do you love her truly enough to give up many many things which a man with a wife several

        years younger than himself is able to enjoy? . . .




        Is Jo giving – or going to give rather – you her best or is it only second best . . . you deserve the best . . .


      


    


  




  I winced, smiled and binned the letters (at least, I thought I did; they were to turn up in an old envelope nearly sixty years later). Love instructed otherwise. It was a strange sensation of

  total commitment – particularly strange at twenty. So what did we really have in common? Was it just the bond of the war, that elusive grail I had been questing after in those tedious months

  since joining up in 1943? In the long term – had there been a long term – the verdict of history would most probably have been unfavourable. It was, after all, fundamentally the war and

  its cruelty which had brought us two rather disparate people together – just as eventually it would drive us apart. Intellectually, we shared little; Jo’s

  education had ceased in her teens. But then, especially in those days of what was still a wartime atmosphere, that one little word, Love, was enough. And there was trust, absolute. And still we

  were chaste.




  My posting to Intelligence Corps Depot, Wentworth Woodhouse, came through. The alternatives were clearly Germany or Palestine. If the former, it would offer frequent leave; in which case Jo and

  I would almost certainly have got married. But my orders were to ‘proceed’ (why do all military orders always say ‘proceed’ instead of, simply, ‘go’?) to

  Palestine, to join a unit of General Staff Intelligence with the appetising acronym of GSI(X). The expectation was that it would mean a three to six-month absence before I returned for demob

  – and a wedding. I had a week’s embarkation leave. Jo came with me up to Rotherham and we stayed in the Crown Hotel for £1 1s 6d a night in two single rooms.




  Rotherham at the war’s end was the grimiest, gloomiest town I ever remember. The Crown was equally depressed, and depressing, freezing cold graced with frayed carpets and tiny gas fires

  you had to feed with shilling pieces. One elderly and grumpy maid hobbled about with tea trays, complaining of being ‘gone in the legs’. In a small single bed in that comfortless place,

  we embraced each other for the first time, with half-chilled fumblings of inexperience. It was not a success, but it was a token, a tryst; and, of course, it was semi-respectable as we were

  officially engaged. Having gone through all the agony of losing her husband, the pain of renewed separation for Jo was, I recognised, very tough. She was stoically philosophical. Yet, for me,

  Palestine was an exciting though not particularly dangerous posting (or so it appeared at the time). It sounded full of Compton Mackenzie-like promise. Undeniably, it was professionally

  challenging, compensation for all the effort and boredom of the previous two years. And, anyway, we assured ourselves, it would only be for three months or so. Then Life with a capital

  ‘L’ could begin.
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  CAIRO: THE GREAT GAME
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  Cairo, 1946. AH in GSI-14. Note the wall map of Balkans.
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  Capt. J. Linklater MBE in GSI-14. Note the wall map of Balkans.
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                                              Fair Pastorella in the bandit’s den,




                                              Are things to brood on with more ardency




                                              Than the death-day of empires.


                                            


                                          


                                        


                                      


                                    


                                  


                                


                              


                            


                          


                        


                      






  John Keats, Endymion




  In that package of letters that turned up nearly sixty years on, I found a green rail ticket: ‘HM forces on leave’, Brighton to Newhaven, one-way, Third Class.

  After all these years still it gives me a pang – so much was bound up in it. Jo left me there, at military-controlled Newhaven. From the port I boarded the troop transport for Dieppe in

  February 1945. Thence, on the intricate MEDLOC (Mediterranean Lines of Communication) route ferrying personnel by the thousands to and from the Middle East, we crept across ruined France by train,

  making a wide sweep around Paris. All the signs of war still abounded – bridges down, embankments blasted, flat cars loaded with smashed German tanks on their way to the smelters to fuel

  France’s recovery. At last we reached the transit camp at Hyères, where we waited several days for a boat. It was the first time I had seen the Mediterranean; the spring sunshine had a

  wonderfully liberating effect on all of us. Somewhere George Millar wrote of that first sight of the Med, ‘opening like a flower at the touch of the sun of peace’. Some bold fellow

  officers of the Brigade managed to take off to Cannes, where they lost weeks of pay on the tables. I sat and suffered a typical soldier’s yearning that Jo should have been there, wrote to

  her, sent her some scent, and tried to keep a writer’s diary. After embarking at Toulon, we stopped off at Malta, where the beer had a nasty brackish taste. At Port Said, it was train and bus

  to Cairo – or rather to another vast transit camp at Heliopolis, on the fringe of the desert, the sort of place where only the British Army could put down a camp. We arrived at night. I awoke

  in the morning under a dazzling sun, feeling I was on the edge of a vast beach. Surely the sea must be just over there? In my total naivety I walked for a few hundred yards

  before taking on board that it was some 90 miles away.




  My orders were to ‘proceed’ to Jerusalem, to join GSI(X). This sounded enticingly mysterious and exciting. In fact, all the (X) stood for was ‘10’, or ‘Topo,’

  which handled topographical intelligence. I was to join a four-man mapping expedition in what was then called Transjordan. It was not exactly the highest level of intelligence work that I had been

  hoping for. Jerusalem was still, roughly, a city at peace. I stayed a couple of nights in the YMCA, a massive stone-built edifice with its landmark tower, just across the road from the equally

  massive King David Hotel, which housed (apart from paying guests) the most important organs of the British High Commission, including intelligence services. It was all reassuringly solid, and

  British, with a presence that seemed as solid and permanent as that grey Judaean masonry. There I met my new boss, Captain Stan Hilton of Lancashire and the Intelligence Corps, and the rest of our

  team. He explained that our task was to recce and map every route in Transjordan to check whether it could be passable to a Russian T-34 tank. As there were at least two countries, Turkey and

  Syria, to traverse before the T-34s could reach Transjordan it seemed like a footling and faintly recondite mission, and I imagine the results were swiftly forgotten in London. But it had its

  moments. We were based on Mafraq, a tiny desert cantonment on the oil pipeline to Iraq, only thirty years previously a station on the Hejaz railway targeted by Lawrence of Arabia. To allay boredom,

  every morning at dawn before the day’s recce I took some target practice with the deadly 1917 German Luger Jo’s father had ‘liberated’ in the First World War and had given

  me at our farewell in London. Protected behind a stone wall, a small Arab boy would toss up empty ‘M and V’ cans for me to pot in mid-air. I like to think that I am not fibbing, but I

  am sure I became expert enough to get two if not three in the air at once.




  Every day we would take off on our recces, endlessly note-taking, photographing, sketching. There could hardly have been a single track, culvert or bridge in the whole kingdom that remained

  unvisited. I came to love the Jordanian desert, in all its novelty, the wonderful purity of its air, the deceptive beauty of its floating mirages, even the bitter cold at night, around a fragrant

  campfire of aromatic scrub. In Transjordan at least it was seldom monotonous – the terrain sometimes pink, then ochre, grey and even (close to Mafraq) black from the

  volcanic lava which in, biblical times, had destroyed Sodom. In the fertile hills round the Roman site of Jerash, the land of Gilead, sloping down to the River Jordan, and the Valley of the Yarmouk

  on the border with Syria, there were tranquil groves of olives and gnarled oaks inhabited only by goatherds. There was one constantly reassuring landmark, a ruined Turkish fort from the era of T.

  E. Lawrence, Qasr Kerane, which you could see from over 40 miles away, shimmering in a mirage, confirmation on our return through the unmapped desert that we weren’t hopelessly lost.




  It was all very pastoral, but there were also hazards. Azraq was a fascinating oasis on the fringe of Saudi Arabia, peopled by blond Circassians in their vivid native costumes, left behind by

  some migration or other. Once an important base for Lawrence a bare three decades earlier, in summer Azraq was marked on the map as desert scrub; in winter, when the rains came, as a vast lake. It

  was dry, so we decided to cross it in the jeep. Then it began to rain. Little rivulets began to form between the tussocks of reeds. We couldn’t see over the tussocks, and we had no radio

  communications. We got to the other side perhaps half an hour before the rivulets formed an uncrossable lake.




  More dramatic was a disastrous attempt to reach the legendary city of Petra – the difficult way, via the biblical Wadi Arnon in the Mountains of Moab, and transported in an unwieldy

  Humber, taking with us for the jaunt both ‘Mate’ the driver and his eighteen-year-old co-driver. Halfway down what looked like the Grand Canyon, the track suddenly disappeared. With a

  drop below of thousands of feet the Humber bellied down, immovably. Again, no communications. We looked at each other and – as the most junior officer – the lot clearly fell to me to

  walk and get help. We had passed a small town called Madaba on the way, about 15 miles back.




  I clambered out of the canyon, on to a track that had once been a Roman road. In the failing light I walked, and walked, and walked. As night fell I could see the twinkling lights of Bedouin

  encampments in the far distance. I fired the Luger several times, to attract attention, but the Bedouin were too far away to hear. It became bitterly cold, and still I walked. Finally I stumbled

  into Madaba, in a state of dilapidation, feeling a bit like Scott of the Antarctic. It must have been about midnight. I was led to the home of the Mayor, a charming, friendly

  Christian Arab, who warmed me up with sweet tea and potent arak, and put me to bed for the night. To my great embarrassment, he spotted me placing the Luger securely under my pillow (standing

  orders for a young subaltern) and gently removed it, with the remonstration: ‘Here you are among friends. You won’t need that!’ I felt deeply ashamed – as indeed I was many

  times, in years to come, when remembering the friendliness, almost amounting to affection, of the Jordanians and their deep trust in the British, as we disingenuously persuaded them that we would

  never let them down, above all that we would never quit Palestine.




  The next day the splendid Arab Legion, complete with red-and-white chequered keffiyeh and mounted on camels, came and hauled the Humber out of the canyon. For my exploit of the previous night, I

  was permitted the great honour of riding out on a camel. It was a castrating experience; even the Humber would have been more comfortable.




  The Wadi Arnon excursion more or less marked the end of our sojourn in Transjordan. By way of R&R we made a detour via Beirut on our way back to Cairo. Still nominally under British Army

  occupation, and before its grisly civil war in the 1970s and 1980s destroyed it, Beirut was a city of easygoing, tensionless, idyllic Mediterranean delights. I shall always remember the sheer magic

  of crossing the Bekaa Valley (now a haven of the Hezbollah) and descending on Beirut from Aleh in the mountains behind, as the sun sank into the sea through nacreous clouds that kept changing

  colour. In the few days we were there I bought a box of oil colours and tried with excessive ambition to paint the sea front from the St George’s Hotel. I was regularly distracted by a

  Eurasian woman, with the sexiest walk I have ever seen, gyrating past me. When I asked the barman in the hotel about her, he replied, ‘That’s Tinky-Tonk, from Indochine. But’, he

  added, glancing dismissively at my humble subaltern’s two stars, ‘much too expensive for you, sir!’ I was stung with embarrassment; I had convinced myself that my query had been

  prompted by nothing more than curiosity. It was Jo I wanted and longed for. Nevertheless, after those weeks in the desert and as the heat of the Levant rose, that certain prickliness in the loins

  was not to be denied. But how long before the finality of demob would come along?




  The reply came, in the most brutal fashion, on our return from Beirut. The Chief of the Imperial General Staff, the illustrious Field Marshal Montgomery,

  ‘Monty’ himself, was visiting the Gaza strip. All available GHQ officers were summoned to be addressed by the great soldier in what I recall was an enclosed real-tennis court. There was

  an element of farce because, when the little Field Marshal rose to speak, a flock of pigeons took off and fluttered cooing round the court. Irritated, like a latter-day King Canute, Monty ordered

  his chief of staff to ‘get those bloody birds out of here!’ The general passed the order down to a colonel, who passed it on to a major, and thence all the way down until some wretched

  subaltern was sent aloft with a butterfly net. The pigeons insouciantly continued their racket. Above it Monty began his speech, with grim news: as a result of ‘imperial requirement’,

  notably in India but also in Palestine, demob was going to have be deferred for six to nine months. It was a shocking blow. I hardly knew how to communicate it to Jo. She was understandably upset,

  but sweet and reassuring.
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