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Prologue


In the late afternoon of Saturday, 29 September 2012, I sat amid the remains of a wooden hut in the forests of Eastern Poland that was once the prison of a man who’d come to fascinate me – an unorthodox warrior who spent his life breaking rules.


Seventy years ago, this place was a prisoner-of-war camp – Stalag Luft III – about two miles from the German town of Sagan, which is known today by its Polish name of Żagan´.


The pines have reclaimed much of the North Compound. Only the foundation blocks made of red brick and the concrete floors of wash-rooms remain of the prison huts once inhabited by the Allied airmen who are central to this story.


Shafts of sunlight flickered through the pines; a breeze ebbed and flowed. I was alone and, for a moment, felt overwhelmed.


As I sat on one of the foundation blocks, my thoughts were interrupted by the bark of a dog and the sight of a man running towards me. Wearing the uniform of a Russian soldier from the Second World War, he was followed by a group of about twenty children.


‘You’re the Englishman who’s writing a book,’ he said. ‘I’m from the museum.’


I told him I was trying to find out about the life of Roger Bushell.


‘Big X!’ he answered with a broad smile. ‘The head of the escape committee! He lived here . . . you can celebrate this story,’ he said. ‘This was a POW camp, not a concentration camp. There are no monuments made of bodies here. This was run by the Luftwaffe, not the SS. There was honour in this place.’


The children listened. Many of them said ‘Hello’; some of them shook my hand. Eventually, the Pole in Russian battledress bade me farewell. The children had to get back to the museum for a re-enactment, he said.


Once again, I was left alone in the forest. Roger Bushell, the leader of ‘the Great Escape’ from Stalag Luft III in 1944, remained an enigma to me.
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Almost exactly fifty years ago, I sat with my father, a former airman, in a cinema in the English Midlands and watched a film that gave a dramatic account of events in the forest south of Sagan. As with so many boys of my generation, the Hollywood epic left an indelible mark. A year or so later, I found Paul Brickhill’s book of the same name among my Christmas presents.


Perhaps it was not surprising that in a house where bookshelves were lined with the biographies of airmen, and bombers and fighters made from Airfix kits hung from ceilings, I should be interested in this story, but my curiosity about events at Stalag Luft III remained with me and, if anything, became more intense.


My hobby became a quest. When the King’s Cup flying competition was held at Tollerton aerodrome near Nottingham, where my father flew at weekends, I met former RAF pilots who had known Bushell. My father took me to Biggin Hill, the fighter base where Bushell had been based at the start of the war. I read many books, but none of them told me much more than Brickhill had done.


In one of the war stories most cherished by the British, the man at the centre of events was largely forgotten. While the main characters in two of Brickhill’s most popular books – Wing Commander Guy Gibson, who led the Dambusters, and Douglas Bader, the disabled fighter ace – became national icons, Roger Bushell, the hero of a third, faded away. Brickhill was an Australian journalist who had himself been a prisoner in the North Compound. He sketched the outline of an intriguing man but the image was frustratingly short on detail.


Bushell did not make the transition from paperback to celluloid in the same manner as Gibson or Bader did in British-made films. Hollywood chose composite characters for The Great Escape rather than real people and Roger Bushell – played by Richard Attenborough in the film – became Roger Bartlett. He appeared in cameo roles in dozens of books, but no one told the story of his life. Why was this? Who was Roger Bushell?


Years later, while working at The Times, I came across a memorial notice in the archive, which marked the anniversary of Bushell’s birth and celebrated his life. It quoted Rupert Brooke: ‘He leaves a white unbroken glory, a gathered radiance, a width, a shining peace, under the night.’ It was signed ‘Georgie’.


At that moment, I realised there was a love story to be told as well as a war story. A friend at The Times, the author Ben Macintyre, told me to stop dabbling: the time had come to write the book.


Within a few hours, I had written to the Imperial War Museum, outlining what I wanted to do and asking whether the staff could help. In one of those remarkable twists of fate that can define the outcome of any endeavour, the museum’s reply thrust open the door to the story of Roger Bushell’s life. His family was, at that moment, corresponding with the museum, with the intention of donating his archive. The museum would be happy to pass on a letter from me . . .


Over the years, the Bushell family had been approached by several people who wanted to make films or write books about Roger, but little emerged until 2010 when his niece, the South African film director and anti-Apartheid campaigner Lindy Wilson, made a documentary. She gave her film the title, For Which I am Prepared To Die, echoing the words of a speech by Nelson Mandela.


I met Lindy Wilson in November 2011, when she presented her uncle’s archive to the Imperial War Museum. For the family, this was a major decision. ‘To give Roger’s archive to the Imperial War Museum is an acknowledgement of who he was and that he didn’t just belong to us,’ she said, ‘but also to the country for which he died.’


She hoped that her uncle, who was born in South Africa but lived in Britain from the age of fourteen, would gain greater recognition. ‘My hope is that his role will be truly acknowledged – finally acknowledged – by the country he loved and fought for and that he will become part of its culture, its history. This is where he belonged.’


Roger’s father, Ben Bushell, shared her belief. When asked to provide an epitaph for his son’s gravestone, he sent the following response to the Air Ministry in Whitehall:


 


 


A LEADER OF MEN,


HE ACHIEVED MUCH,


LOVED ENGLAND,


AND SERVED HER TO THE END.


 


The archive, which contains a collection of letters, his mother’s diary, newspaper cuttings and photographs, provides a partial – and often fragmented – record of Roger Bushell’s life, but it yields three substantial veins of information.


The first is the diary of Bushell’s early life, written by his mother, Dorothe, which sets out the extraordinarily close relationship between mother and son. It is an important document, and chronicles the development of a man who clearly needed a woman’s love at every point in his life. Dorothe’s personal diary, and what appears to be passages written contemporaneously in other notebooks, was cut and compiled with photographs, years later, by her youngest daughter, Elizabeth. Her words are the rich testimony of a mother who loved her son and regarded almost every event in his life as significant.


Many of the letters Bushell wrote to his family during the four years he spent as a prisoner of the Germans are also contained within the archive. A handful of these provide insights into his state of mind at critical periods of the war. Others mask his true intentions, but display the wit of a Cambridge graduate even in adversity. All of his letters are beautifully written.


A third strand of information – often in the form of clarification – is provided by Ben Bushell’s notes in the margins, added after the war as he created the archive and tried to make sense of his son’s life.


Some events are well documented; some are not. Research can be frustrating, with hours spent in libraries and archives, but the life of Roger Bushell was rarely dull and I was often blessed by the company of generous people – who also wanted to know more about him – and by a number of remarkable coincidences.


Bushell’s letters from Germany contained several references to Graham and Mildred Blandy, whose family made fortified wines in Madeira. Mildred was a friend of Bushell’s from South Africa who dispatched food parcels to him in Germany. Her son, as it turned out, was a colleague of mine at The Times.


When I was invited to have lunch with the grandson of Bushell’s guardian, Harry North-Lewis, the family asked several friends to join us. Among them was a nephew of one of the Great Escapers, Mike Casey, and another man whose father, George Dudley Craig, ran the escape committee’s intelligence operation in the East Compound. He handed me coded letters and silk escape maps from Stalag Luft III. He had a boxful of the stuff at home.


Similarly, after visiting the site of Tangmere aerodrome, where Bushell had commanded a fighter squadron, I visited my brother-in-law who lived nearby and told him about the story I was trying to write. As the evening wore on, it became clear that his wife’s father, born in 1907, had gone to school with Bushell.


In England, Wellington College was preparing for the bicentenary of the Battle of Waterloo in 2015. Archives that had been forgotten in boxes for the best part of a century were being opened. Among these papers were some of Roger Bushell’s school reports.


In the Czech national archive, it can sometimes take weeks to get hold of documents. I was lucky. One of the members of staff, who spoke some English, was interested in Bushell. She found Czech and German papers relevant to the case – including a Gestapo file. I had the phone number of the taxi driver who had picked me up in central Prague. He was a law student from Charles University who spoke fluent English and agreed to translate.


In South Africa, the Bushell family shared letters and photographs as well as hospitality. We visited the places where Roger grew up: the family house on the gold reef, his first school in Johannesburg and the home to which his mother and father retired in Hermanus on the Cape coast. A memorial to Roger sits on the seafront at the old harbour. And, each year, Hermanus High School awards two prizes in his name, in recognition of character and linguistics.


Many doors opened, although some remained resolutely shut, and still do, but gradually the details of a remarkable life emerged.


This is the story of Roger Bushell, a young man bent on the pursuit of pleasure and excitement who emerged as a war hero – a somewhat flawed hero, perhaps – but a war hero nonetheless, who was loved by many people, men and women alike. His story deserves to be told.










1 The Great Escape


In the village of Penn in England’s Chiltern Hills, a woman waited. She had been waiting a long time – two years since the collapse of an unwanted marriage, nearly nine since the giddy summer of 1935.


Elegant, aristocratic, a former model, she was quite a catch.


Like many women the world over on the night of 24 March 1944, she was waiting for a man to return from the war. His letters had dropped several hopeful hints that he might soon be on his way; the Christmas just past, he wrote, would definitely be his last as a prisoner in Germany. Sitting in her country home, she yearned to have him back.


To the east, some 700 miles away, close to the border between Germany and Poland, a black and white photograph of the same woman hung on the wall of a sparse wooden hut. It was one of many such huts in Stalag Luft III, a vast camp built to house thousands of Allied airmen who had been shot down over Occupied Europe and taken prisoner by the Nazis.


That night, the picture of Lady Georgiana Mary Curzon looked down on an empty room. The usual occupant was waiting anxiously in a tunnel known as ‘Harry’, thirty feet below the frozen German countryside. His name was Roger Bushell. The other prisoners knew him as ‘Big X’, the chief executive of the camp’s escape committee. Born in South Africa of British parents, Bushell was thirty-three years old. He was a powerful man, not quite six foot, with a thick mop of dark brown hair, a strong, deep voice and striking, bright blue eyes that seemed to shine in the dark.


In her journal, his mother, Dorothe, was moved to write:


 


He was so good to look at; his face growing more like my people’s, but a figure a replica of his father’s when young – broad-shouldered, slender-hipped, long but beautiful hands and feet, and a natural grace of movement.


 


Bushell lived in the North Compound of Stalag Luft III, a group of twenty-odd buildings set behind watchtowers and walls of barbed wire 120 miles south-east of Berlin – about as far from a friendly border as an Allied prisoner could find himself within Nazi Germany.


The tunnel in which he waited that night was one of three – ‘Tom’, ‘Dick’ and ‘Harry’ – built by the prisoners during the previous eleven months as Bushell, a Cambridge graduate, barrister and international skier with a compelling love life, put the business of escaping on an industrial footing. ‘Harry’ bore witness to Bushell’s power, his organisational genius and the respect with which he was held by his fellow prisoners of war.


In the North Compound, Bushell had ‘nationalised’ the escape industry. All the resources of the ‘state’ – certainly British, and many German too – were used by the 600 prisoners from many nations who volunteered to support this Allied operation against the Nazis. Private enterprise tunnels had been banned.


The entrance to ‘Harry’ was just two feet square, but big enough to take a big man in a big coat. Running north for 320 feet from Hut 104 into the pine forest that surrounded the camp, the tunnel was shored up with more than 3,000 panels taken from beds, tables and wooden walls; it was lit by electric bulbs and ventilated by an air-conditioning system. Tracks like a railway made it relatively easy to move backwards and forwards from the entrance shaft to the face of the tunnel. ‘Harry’ was an inspirational piece of improvised engineering, built in secret and hidden from the Germans.


Squadron Leader Bushell had joined the escaping business within a few weeks of being shot down four years previously when he had been leading the Spitfires of No. 92 Squadron over northern France. He was confident that this, his third escape of the war, would be his last.


He had some good reasons to be optimistic. Preparation for the escape had been thorough. The 200 men Bushell planned to get out of the camp that night – the biggest mass escape of the war by Allied airmen – were better equipped than any prisoners had ever been. They had been issued with forged papers, compasses, maps, and escape rations, and wore civilian clothing or German uniforms. Most of the equipment was produced by the prisoners. The quality of much of their work was good. Only the weather was against them.


The head of the escape committee had advantages over most of the men who were attempting to get out that night. Travelling in the guise of a French businessman working for the aircraft manufacturer Focke Wolf, Bushell wore genuine civilian clothes: a well-fitted continental suit picked up in Prague in 1942, and a trilby hat smuggled into the camp from England. His French papers may well have been authentic and he carried letters of accreditation. He was fluent in French, one of the nine languages he spoke, and also German. Big X intended to travel west towards France. His travelling companion was a Frenchman, Bernard Scheidhauer, a twenty-two-year-old fighter pilot whose family had connections with the Resistance. Scheidhauer was also familiar with the border that they would have to cross. The two men were scheduled to be among the first out of the tunnel and planned to catch a train from Sagan station, a two-mile walk from the camp through the pine forest.


If anyone stood a chance of getting home, many thought it would be Roger Bushell.


But Big X also carried many burdens and secrets. Unusually, Bushell combined two key roles in the North Compound: he was in charge of all escape activity, but he was also a significant intelligence asset, with a special brief on Germany, and his influence carried far beyond the confines of the North Compound. By March 1944, his name was familiar to British military intelligence, which had registered him in 1940 as a potential contact. He was one of the first RAF prisoners to establish links with London and he helped to develop the use of coded letters and radio signals to such an extent that intelligence gathered by prisoners of war became a useful source of information for the Allies.


The name of the British squadron leader was also familiar to the German secret police, the Gestapo. Two earlier escape attempts had raised his profile, and Bushell was under no illusions about the fate that awaited him if he were to be caught again. He would be shot.


It was 9.30 p.m. Everyone was nervous.


As Bushell contemplated his position that night and planned ahead, the wind made just enough noise to muffle the sound of a spade breaking through frozen ground. There was no moon.


Sixteen prisoners waited in the tunnel with Bushell. Some men lay on trolleys, waiting to be pulled towards the exit. Others waited in sidings known as ‘Piccadilly’ and ‘Leicester Square’, halfway houses that were wider than the main tunnel.


Up above, in Hut 104, another 173 men waited in rooms and corridors for their turn to enter the tunnel and begin the journey home. Men wore thick civilian jackets and coats made from military uniforms and blankets. They carried cases and other luggage. Anxious and overdressed to cope with the intense cold, they sweated as they waited. Hearts pumped hard. Sometimes it seemed that the walls of the tunnel would burst open as boards creaked and the air thickened with the prisoners’ breath. These were the most frightening moments, dangerously claustrophobic, as men waited in the tunnel, deep underground.


In Hut 104, where the entrance to ‘Harry’ was built into a concrete shaft under a stove, the strain showed, too. Men in many guises drew on cigarettes. Amid the smoke, airmen wearing suits posed as Dutch or French businessmen. Others were dressed as workers from Bohemia and Moravia and the Baltic states. One airman had entered wearing the uniform of a German officer; for just a moment, there had been a hint of panic.


The escape should have started at 9.30 p.m. but it was already nearer 10 p.m. For many it was just like the hours before a big raid on Germany when airmen sat around their bases in England, waiting for the bombers to be armed and fuelled, well aware that the odds on getting back alive were not too good.


Bushell lay close to the far end of the tunnel where two men, Lester Bull and Henry Marshall, both known as Johnny, struggled in the darkness to loosen the tightly packed boards that protected the exit shaft. Swollen with water from melting snow, the boards were jammed.
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On that Friday evening, as Bull and Marshall struggled to open the exit to ‘Harry’, the Allied armies were still not certain of victory: the British and Americans were under attack on the Anzio beach-head south of Rome as they struggled to advance in Italy; the Allied invasion of northern France had not yet taken place; and their air forces were still suffering heavy losses over Germany, with the number of airmen entering captivity on the Silesian Plain rising steadily. The Russian armies were still fighting within their own territory. 


Roger Bushell’s own war had seemed equally tumultuous; it had been shaped at times by his relationships with three women. The first was his fiancée, Peggy Hamilton, an ambitious woman from Henley; the second was a Czech patriot called Blažena Zeithammelová; and the third was a beautiful debutante called Georgie, who yearned for his return. She had loved and lost him in the mid-1930s, and in the months that Big X planned and organised this most audacious of Allied escape attempts, it was her letters from England that had strengthened his resolve.


The mass escape would not enable many men to get back to Britain. Most of those who would crawl through the tunnel that night knew they stood very little chance of being at large for long in Occupied Europe, particularly in winter. But Bushell had made it clear to the occupants of the North Compound that it was just as important to disrupt the German war effort – ‘to make life hell for the Hun’ – and that a breakout on this scale would help the Allied war effort.


As Bushell waited, Adolf Hitler was at the Berghof, his mountain headquarters in Bavaria, where, the following morning, he would conduct the daily war conference with Field Marshal Keitel, chief of the German High Command, and other leading Nazis.
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At a few minutes past 10 o’clock, Johnny Bull stripped to his underpants as he heaved and sweated, loosening one of the boards barring the prisoners’ way into the Sagan forest. The other boards came away more easily. Johnny Marshall took over and removed the last few inches of soil. Within a couple of moments, he could see the stars.


Roger Bushell felt the blast of cold air almost immediately. The Great Escape was on.










2 A Taste of Freedom 


Roger Bushell hated tunnels. He always avoided the London Tube. He had been a deeply claustrophobic boy who feared enclosed spaces, even though he grew up on a South African gold mine. He had no intention of following in the footsteps of his father, Benjamin Daniel Bushell, a mining engineer who had learnt his business in the Canadian Klondike and managed some of the most dangerous and difficult mines on the gold reef east of Johannesburg.


Ben was a man who demonstrated both great authority and great courage and was always on site, often underground, whenever the miners hit trouble. His employer, the fledgeling Anglo-American Corporation, built its wealth on the back of the mines managed by him at Daggafontein, and Springs in the Transvaal.


The company, founded by Ernest Oppenheimer, was quick to pay tribute to the man responsible, as the minutes of the seventh general meeting of Springs Shareholders, held on the second floor of the Corner House in Johannesburg at 10.45 a.m. on 26 May 1924, show:


 


Mr Bushell, the Mine Manager, and his staff have earned our warmest thanks. They have done excellent work throughout the year. The rapid progress made, both underground and on the surface, is worthy of the highest praise; indeed, it is only through Mr Bushell’s personality and the whole-hearted support of the staff and employees that we have today reached the producing stage.


 


Ben’s first child, Roger, was slow to reveal similar traits. When it came to ‘tunnelling’ or other games in the gardens of the various family homes, it was his sister Rosemary who, goaded by Roger, led the way. He teased her relentlessly, even going so far, one memorable day, as to burn her dolls at the stake.


Roger Joyce Bushell was born on 30 August 1910, just as the Union of South Africa was granted independence. His birth was both difficult and propitious: he was delivered by an alcoholic doctor as Halley’s comet passed through the South African sky.


In her journal of Roger’s early life, his mother, Dorothe, wrote:


 


After hours of raging storm when lightning ripped the heavens open and thunder crashed above our house on Springs Mine, Roger was born.


Moving across the room, the attending nurse had drawn back the curtains at the window to reveal a flaming gold torch on the deep blue heavens. She turned towards me and said: ‘Do you know that when Halley’s comet is in the sky a great man dies and a great man is born?’ I understood the inference, smiled at the apparent absurdity of it; but loved her for saying it.


 


Roger’s mother, Dorothe Wingate White, was related to General Sir Francis Wingate, who took part in the historic mission to rescue General Gordon at Khartoum in 1885, but whose principal work involved military intelligence. Roger’s cousins included T. H. White, author of The Once and Future King, and Major General Orde Wingate, the inspirational leader of the Chindits, the unorthodox guerrilla army that confronted the Japanese in Burma.


Roger’s father could trace his forebears to the knights of William the Conqueror: one of them is said to have been named on the Battle Abbey roll of William’s chief lieutenants after the victory at Hastings in 1066. The founder of the modern branch of the family was Sir Alan Busshell of Brodmerston in Gloucestershire (a name that would resonate for Roger Bushell throughout the Second World War). Sir Alan died in 1245. The family motto, ‘Dum spiro spero’ (‘While I breathe, I hope’), was strangely portentous.


Ben was born in Britain and Dorothe in India, but they met in South Africa. He was looking for a position in the mines; she was visiting her brother who had fought in the Boer War at the turn of the century, when Britain made a grab for the gold and diamonds controlled by the other white tribe there, the Dutch-descended Afrikaners.


Ben Bushell was a tall man, with strong sinewy limbs, high cheeks and a firm jaw line; he was thirty-one when Roger was born. He dressed immaculately: beautiful shoes and shirts, often bought in London, and tweed jackets. He fussed about discipline. Dorothe bore an inner serenity. Dark and striking, she was modern and intuitive, having grown up with privileged relatives while her father served the Empire. She was twenty-seven when she gave birth to her son, and she adored him.


Dorothe nurtured him tenderly.


 


He was a delicate baby, she wrote in her journal. His body never seemed strong enough for the robust spirit within him and I had to watch over him with very special love and care.


 


Indeed, amid fears that he might not live, the infant Roger was christened by his Catholic nurse when only a few days old. He was christened again at six months at St George’s Anglican Church in the Johannesburg suburb of Park Town. It was a grand occasion.


By the standards of most South Africans, the Bushells were wealthy. Nadine Gordimer, the author, political activist and Nobel Laureate, grew up near the Bushells’ home in the town of Springs. The family made a significant impression on her. In an interview in 2012, she described them as ‘aristocracy’.


In 1912, at the age of two, Roger made his first trip to England. He was accompanied by Rosemary, his six-week-old baby sister, who became known as Tods after one of the characters in an American book, Budge and Toddie, about two naughty children.


 


By now Roger could run at such speed that his old Mummie could not cope with him, and the stewards spent much of this time chasing him down corridors and returning him to our cabin.


When possible the steward would carry him round the deck and then into the bar where he received an uproarious welcome. Then and there, I think Roger decided that a bar was a friendly place.


 


Roger was also becoming increasingly aware of his own powers and pushed at the boundaries of acceptable behaviour. Among friends and relatives in England, his mother tried to get her son to eat food he did not like and to be quiet when he wanted to make a noise, but Dorothe often spoiled him, and the boy complained loudly when he did not get what he wanted. And when defeated, he quickly moved on to challenge his mother in new ways. ‘His blue eyes sparkled with devilment,’ she wrote in her journal, thankful to get him back home.


In time, the Bushells moved to a new house that stood in the middle of a vast garden, almost an estate, on the outskirts of Springs. It was an extensive single-storey building, with a colonnaded veranda, the sort of classic colonial architecture built across India to protect British families from the heat. In the grounds were a stable, garages and a tennis court. Next door was a golf course. The family had a car, a chauffeur, many gardeners who would help Dorothe replant the estate in an English style, and kitchen staff and servants.


The family photograph albums shed light on a privileged childhood; a loving family; holidays on the coast where the boy overcame his fear of the sea; and pet dogs, including his beloved fox terrier, Tuppy. Roger fairly beams out of the pictures.


His ‘baby days were very happy ones’, wrote Dorothe. ‘Brain and body became increasingly active and were combined with a personality which was loving, responsive and fearless.’


Dorothe also noticed a curious thing about her son’s striking blue eyes: ‘They shone in the dark; not so brilliantly as an animal’s, but quite luminously.’


Roger’s sense of mischief and adventure was growing. Trouble inevitably loomed when the Bushells bought their first car. ‘It was a Ford,’ wrote his mother:


 


The child took the greatest interest and delight in it and always wanted to help if any repairs had to be done. When he came out with me I let him switch on the engine, put his hand on mine as I changed gear and hold the steering wheel with me as we drove along.


I realised my stupidity in doing this one morning when I got out of the car and left the engine running. In a few seconds the young monkey was in the driving seat and the Ford was moving slowly down the street. Fortunately, he had only just put her into first gear so that by running I caught him up and switched off the engine.


Roger got a good scolding, but took little notice of it, for as soon as he got home he told his father with great pride of what he had done and I got a far worse wigging than he did.


 


Dorothe’s journal and the family photograph albums remain the only known sources of information on this period of Bushell’s life, but – even allowing for a mother’s lack of objectivity – they paint a clear picture of a boy with an increasing appetite for life and all the advantages his privileged background afforded:


During the next few years, Roger tried to learn everything within his orbit and we encouraged him to do so. Partridges and snipe were plentiful on the land around and wild duck only a mile or two away, so that his father often took him with him when he went shooting, Dorothe wrote. At the coast they used to go out in a boat on Walker Bay and fish together. I taught him to ride and drive the ponies and Abram, the old coloured boy in charge of the stables, taught him, when he was eight years old, to drive the Springs ponies with the mules, and bring them all to a halt. Quite a fine effort for a child of that age.


 


At about this time, the family discovered Hermanus, a small resort on the Western Cape, a thousand miles from Johannesburg and more than a day away by train. The town consisted of just a handful of houses with thatched reed roofs. Its verdant coastline includes long stretches of sandy beach broken by dramatic outcrops of volcanic rock. Behind the town, a range of mountains rises steeply. Hermanus looks out over a great bay in which Southern Right whales enter in the spring to calve, and where Orcas can sometimes be seen rising out of the sea, showing off their great white bellies.


Dorothe’s children were enchanted by the resort.


 


The days were joyous ones, she wrote. They all surfed on the Cape rollers, launched boats in the lagoon, and fished the inlets. The sea there is perilously unpredictable. It can be compelling in its turbulent magnificence: a threatening swell at first, then a raging white storm turned against the coastal granite, almost certainly fatal for a little boy caught in its path.


Roger learnt to fish from the great rocks, a skilful and dangerous pastime, wrote Dorothe, but his father and his old ghillie watched him with unceasing care and were very stern with him if he did anything foolish.


 


As he passed his eighth birthday at the end of August 1918, just as the First World War was coming to an end, the curtain was falling on Roger’s idyllic early childhood during which he was given the freedom to roam on untouched beaches and ride across unfenced veldt under vast blue skies.


Dorothe and her two children had lived largely in isolation, cocooned from the global conflict in which millions had died, and possibly even oblivious to the jealousies and growing social tensions on their own doorstep.


Nadine Gordimer remembered quite clearly the conspicuously affluent family living near her in Springs: ‘Here was this road with our little suburban colonialist houses and at the end of the road – it was a dead end – the Springs mine was at the very end of the road and in front of one of the shafts was a big garden with great hedges and fences around it and that was the Bushells’, the mine manager’s residence in this little dorp [town]. This person was the most important person in the town; this was the aristocracy – and of course we were all very curious what his house was like.


‘I don’t know how it came about but I did discover it had something I’d never heard of as a child, and that was that he had his own billiards room! Nowadays everyone has a swimming pool, but here was a billiards room. So there was our little palace, our little royalty from Springs mine at the bottom of the road where, indeed, I lived.’


Gordimer, the daughter of an English mother and a Latvian father, observed life on the opposite side of the street from the Bushells. Black mine workers, many of them immigrants, were badly paid and badly housed far away from their families; they lived in compounds and were discouraged from visiting shops in Springs town centre, twenty minutes from the mine. White girls were taught to live in fear of black miners.


The author and political activist hated Springs. ‘It was incredibly closed off. I have no happy memories of it at all. There was nothing there for me . . . Roger Bushell is a legend, but the family were colonialists,’ Gordimer said.


In 1919, the decision was taken to send Roger to Park Town Prep, a boarding school forty miles away in Johannesburg. He was eight and a half years old. Until this time, Roger had been taught at home by his mother. ‘He was a delightful child to teach, so interested in everything and particularly history,’ she noted.


Dorothe had two concerns about sending her son away to school in Johannesburg, and both concerned two babyish habits that might lay him open to bullying. One was an almost ‘unbearable’ habit of sucking his thumb; the other ‘an almost absurd devotion’ to a small teddy bear that he had been given on his fourth birthday. It went with him everywhere and was always clasped in his arms when he went to sleep.


The introduction to Park Town School was traumatic for mother and son.


 


He asked me to stop the car before reaching the entrance to the school. There, both of us in tears, we hugged each other and said goodbye. When at school the moment for parting came, he shook hands with me and said, ‘Goodbye, Mummie’ and marched off.


 


Roger had assured his mother he would not suck his thumb when he went away to school and, indeed, the habit had gone by the time he came home for his first holidays. The teddy bear, however, was a more intractable problem: Roger had insisted on taking the bear to school in spite of Dorothe’s fears. If there was any trouble, he would fight the boy who caused it. This happened on more than one occasion, but in the end he was left in peace. Teddy slept with him every night and, eventually, the bear was looked on as a mascot in the dormitory.


A majestic building, the school commanded the heights of Johannesburg, with a breathtaking view over the veldt looking to the north. If the boys, all from wealthy white families, did not have a sense of their own superiority before they arrived, they would surely have done so afterwards. New boys approaching PTS, as it was known, would have driven down a road lined with jacaranda trees, a regal guard of honour in purple bloom.


The school was built in 1904 as the personal residence of Percival Tracey, a mining magnate, and was intended to impress, with spark­ling white gables in the Cape Dutch style and an expansive veranda wrapped around the building. The entrance hall is equally impressive. A grand staircase made of solid Burmese teak sweeps down into the main hall, the largest of forty rooms found on three levels.


Wearing distinctive cherry-red jackets with ‘PTS’ emblazoned on the breast pocket, and floppy red bush hats in the same colour, the boys were allocated to one of four school houses whose names resonated with the power of Empire: Haig, Kitchener, Jellicoe and Beatty – the triumphant British generals and admirals of the great global conflict that had drawn to a close just a year before Roger took his place in the school.


The experience of Park Town School had a profound effect on the boy. It hardened him. Dorothe confided in her journal that, although Roger had ‘rather a little temper’, he never sulked or bore malice and ‘took punishment cheerfully’. Indeed, she wrote – no doubt with plenty of maternal pride – from a young age Roger had two outstanding characteristics: ‘courage and truthfulness, both of which often got him into trouble’.


By 1921, Ben Bushell’s six-month leave in Britain was due again and, despite a determined rearguard action by the Park Town headmaster, Dorothe succeeded in taking Roger out of school to accompany her to Britain:


 


The headmaster of PTS insisted that if we went to England we should leave Roger behind. His father also thought this wise; but for years I had promised my small son that one day I would show him the historic places in England I had talked about and also some of the great shows like Olympia. I could not let him down, so as the two men continued to argue about the importance of his education I said that I would not go either.


I felt that I could not leave him for six months when in two years’ time he was to go to Wellington College. Needless to say, we all went and although later in life Roger teased me about the endless sightseeing I dragged him to, he was intensely interested in all he saw and I am sure that it laid the foundation of wide interests.


 


For one term, Roger swapped the grandeur of Park Town for the greater magnificence of London and the somewhat less ambitious timetable of a school in Margate, ‘where he put on weight and was very well and happy’.
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When the Bushells returned to South Africa in 1922, they found a country in turmoil. The Rand Revolt, an armed rebellion by white miners, threatened the state after the mining companies tried to cut costs when the price of gold collapsed in late 1921. They wanted to cut the miners’ pay and weaken the colour bar to promote cheaper black miners to skilled jobs. The strikers’ cause was typified by the slogan: ‘Workers of the world unite and fight for a white South Africa.’ They were crushed by military force. More than 200 people died.


Roger threw himself back into life at PTS, where he started to prepare for the English public school entrance exam. He was also encouraged in many sports: rifle pellets can still be found embedded in the shooting range wall even though the school closed more than half a century ago. There were swimming galas and rugby matches, and the boys embarked on other adventures too. Several were beaten by the headmaster for using a fire escape that overlooked the staff bedrooms to watch the matrons undress; others used the entrance to the heating shafts outside their dormitories on the third floor to make illegal forays downstairs at night. The exit shaft in the dining room is two feet square and lined with teak, and looks rather familiar to anyone who has seen photographs of the tunnel ‘Harry’.










3 England Beckons 


In January 1924, at the age of thirteen, Roger Bushell sailed with his mother for England to take up his place at Wellington College. He would return to South Africa on only a handful of occasions and never lived there again. His love affair with England would last the rest of his life.


Roger had scraped through his Common Entrance at the end of 1923 – as he would with most of the exams he took over the next ten years.


The journey by sea was memorable. As they sailed past the West African coast towards Europe, two significant events occurred: one posed an immediate threat to Roger’s life, the other had portents for the future.


Far to the north-east, Adolf Hitler was facing trial in Munich after his national socialist party’s failure the previous November to take control of the city in an armed rebellion known as the Beer Hall Putsch. He was imprisoned but used his incarceration to write Mein Kampf, the influential autobiography that set out his vision for a new Germany and established the ground for his rise to power.


The Bushells were almost certainly oblivious to these developments as they headed for the Bay of Biscay and the weather changed. The ship was suddenly hit by fierce storms. Lifeboats were provisioned and slung out in preparation for an emergency; passengers were drilled over the use of lifebelts and their places in the boats. ‘Roger was thrilled and never showed any fear, although the cold was intense and the sea looked wicked,’ wrote Dorothe.


At Plymouth, the ship was not allowed to dock because of a strike. So the Bushells were taken to Tilbury and had to make the journey into London in an old charabanc. By the time Dorothe had bought Roger’s school uniform and other items for his room, the Lent term was well under way.


Thousands of miles from their home in South Africa, the Bushells found that Wellington College was a world away from the cosy, familiar corridors of Park Town. The school was vast; an imposing place built in nearly 400 acres of heathland near Crowthorne in Berkshire. It was steeped in history and had a distinctly military bearing.


Even though her brothers had been educated there, Dorothe was concerned.


 


Not to know even one of the seething mass of schoolboys into which Roger was suddenly thrown must have been a great ordeal for a 13-year-old South African, she wrote in her journal. At the moment of my leaving, he broke down. The housemaster was very kind and gentle and took him to the housekeeper’s room where Roger told me there was a lovely fire and she gave him a steaming hot tea.


 


A fortnight later, the housemaster, Karl Stocken, wrote to Roger’s mother.


 


Don’t worry about him any more. He has already organised the new boys in the House, and is very fit and full of himself. I know the type well. He will be beaten fairly often, but he will be much liked and perfectly happy.


 


Many of the boys with whom Roger mixed and became friends were the sons of soldiers. The school was founded in 1859 on the initiative of Queen Victoria and her husband, Prince Albert, to commemorate the life of Arthur Wellesley, First Duke of Wellington, the victor of Waterloo. Over the years, the school has provided the British Army with thousands of officers and men. Six hundred of them were killed in the First World War.


The Master of the school was Frederick Blagden Malim, a classics scholar from Trinity College, Cambridge, who was largely unapproachable. Malim was an authoritative figure. About 5ft 10in, thickset, with grey hair, he was an outstanding preacher and a demanding man. He ran a good school, according to Patrick Mileham, the college historian, but it was nevertheless ‘an open prison for boys’.


Pupils with strong gifts in body and soul, those who were intelligent and good at games, did well. Roger flourished. He joined Wellesley House, one of several ‘houses’, which were almost schools within the school, and around which Wellington was organised. The boys in Wellesley lived in cubicles on the second floor; each partitioned either side of a long corridor, so that they had a degree of privacy, which was unusual in English public schools. There was a bathroom with three baths and four showers. A matron looked after their clothes.


Discipline was enforced by house prefects who had several measures for doing so at their disposal. The main punishment was a form of ‘forced labour’ – jobs carried out for the senior boys – under a system known as fagging, which would have been familiar to readers of Tom Brown’s Schooldays; detention for poor work; and beatings for general slackness. The boys were beaten often. Senior boys demanded respect and got it, but there was an underlying resistance to the authority of the school that Roger would probably have embraced.


Dorothe remained in England until after the Easter holidays. During these, she took her son to Jersey, where it rained a good deal, but they picnicked and swam regardless of the weather and were joined by her husband’s sister, Eleanor North-Lewis, and one of her sons.


 


We had anxious moments for the Jersey tide is treacherous and the boys attached themselves to a fisherman who took them up almost perpendicular cliffs after gulls’ eggs. One afternoon, Roger was taking an egg from a nest when the father gull returned and with screaming fury attacked him. The fisherman was close by and soon drove off the angry bird, but he told me later that the boy’s sense in lowering his head and flattening himself against the rock saved his life.


 


The incident gave Dorothe a moment of reflection:


 


I was often criticised for letting Roger do risky, dangerous things, but I always felt that I must never undermine the courage that was an integral part of him. Also, I don’t think that any moaning on my part would have stopped him. He was not that fearless type who seems unaware of dangers; for often after facing and overcoming it he would look very white, but his eyes would be alight and the mblueness of them intensified.


 


In the autumn of 1924, Roger found a new ally at the school in Michael Fitzwilliam Peacock, another boy who had spent his early childhood in South Africa and who was comfortable with both the academic and athletic worlds in which they were forced to exist. The two boys hit it off immediately.


Nearly ninety years on from those days at Wellington, one of their contemporaries recalled the two boys when his memory of most others had faded. David Wilkinson arrived at Wellington in 1925, the year after Bushell and Peacock, and joined Hopetoun, a different, and therefore distant, house. ‘Bushell was a very active chap. Dark, really quite athletic, good looking,’ he said. ‘Peacock was always in the news doing something. He was an extraordinary-looking chap. He was a good sportsman, too. They were both very colourful characters.’


Roger found he had a talent for languages, a voracious appetite for reading and – with the skills he had acquired at home learning to hunt, shoot, fish and live off the land – the potential to be an outstanding Boy Scout. His confidence grew.


Photographs of him in the Wellesley House journal show a handsome boy, a natural cavalier with a swagger about him, a cockiness that sometimes irked authority, and which the author Paul Brickhill, who knew him at Stalag Luft III, called ‘suave belligerence’.


The house prefects who wrote the journal of Wellesley’s sporting life were among those who took exception to the colonial boy’s demeanour. They seem to have been reluctant to praise him and are critical of his judgment, with different authors repeating similar phrases over the four years he was at Wellington. On the other hand, they may have been a source of telling observations.


Roger was not regarded as a great team player. One rugby report read:


 


He has an excellent physique and unbounded confidence in himself. He can run straight and hard, deliver a telling hand-off, and tackle with workmanlike precision; but he has yet to learn the finer points of the game. He often stood too far up to his scrum-half, and as a consequence against close marking shewed [sic] a tendency to run across the field, and he must cultivate the art of making openings for others as well as for himself.


 


Another grudgingly acknowledged a fine performance:


 


Bushell played a most resourceful game, and his outstanding faults – selfishness and lack of judgment – were seldom in evidence.


 


Cricket reports recorded a similar inconsistency.


 


As a cricketer he at present lacks stability. He could at times bowl an almost unplayable ball, whilst at others he sent down incredible loose stuff. He has the power of swinging and breaking the ball both ways. A very useful hitter with powerful driving strokes on both sides of the wicket. A fair ground field but an unreliable catch.


 


Another stated:


 


He is still too apt to lose control of the ball in trying to attain unnecessary speed without paying sufficient attention to length. A moderate ground field but an unreliable catch. His batting was weak at the beginning of the term and even at the end he never scored as he did last year. On the whole he has not come up to expectations.


 


Roger disliked cross-country running and failed to make a great impression at athletics. He almost cost the Wellesley team victory in the house relay competition: ‘Holland gained the House a small lead over the first quarter, which was retained by Harries-Jones and Bushell. But a poor exchange between Bushell and Adams lost us five yards, and Adams had a terribly gruelling battle with Rose down the straight, before beating him finally by three yards.’


Despite the misgivings, Roger scored many tries, took many wickets and hit many runs, and was eventually selected for the College’s 1st XV rugby team and his House’s first teams at both cricket and rugby. He represented the House at tug of war and shooting and won the middleweight boxing title. He was clearly capable of being ruthless:


 


Shaw tried to rush Bushell off his feet, records the house journal, but Bushell soon stopped him, and by the end of the first round Shaw was nearly done. He made a great effort in the second round but Bushell was much the better boxer, and the fight was stopped. In the final, Bushell attacked at once and battered Kingzett, till the referee stopped the fight before the end of the first round.


 


Most of Roger’s early holidays were spent in a large, rambling old house near Saffron Walden in Essex, owned by a great uncle. Full of young people of all ages, they played games, produced plays and danced. The old man, a naturalist, took Roger on walks and bird-nesting expeditions.


Roger’s mother returned to England in the summer of 1925, which was spent with him in Devon. She was struck by the changes in him.


 


I saw a great deal of my darling boy and we had long talks together. Even though he was only fourteen, I found that he had developed a good deal in the time we had been separated. He had very definite ideas of his own and expressed them with force and clarity. It made for great companionship and I realised Roger was a thinker and often what he said was well worth listening to. It is quality in people that counts, and there was quality in him even at this young age.


 


But a more difficult side to his character was also developing, even in the company of his mother, who wrote:


 


Often he was thoughtless and trying and there was nothing of the saint in him; but there was something that was rare and some deep intuition warned me that I must never grasp or hold him and that certain things in his nature must have freedom in which to be fulfilled, whether I approved or not.


 


She tried to get him to show some appreciation of music but he became bored with the classical concerts at Wellington and gave his tickets away.


 


He liked popular tunes, wrote Dorothe, and on a rather flat note would cheerily join in community singing, but buying a banjolele and learning to play something about a super girl was the height of his musical attainment.


 


At the age of fifteen, Roger was given control of his own finances. The school fees were paid, but otherwise his allowance was put straight into his bank account.


He was sent to France for two Easter holidays to improve his French and lived with a family near Tours. In winter he travelled to Mürren in the Bernese Oberland to learn to ski. The annual holiday in Switzerland and his growing prowess at skiing were a source of great joy. ‘His letters describing those happy days had the crispness and sparkle of snow which he loved so dearly,’ wrote Dorothe. ‘The invigorating air combined with the vigorous exercise had much to do with making him the robust young man he became.’


An article in the school magazine by Roger pulsates with his passion for skiing, a passion that would define the next period of his life, and his love of the mountains. Under the headline, ‘The Kandahar’, it reads:


 


A wonderful morning with the sun just rising over the Schilthorn ridge and the snow-laden trees glistening. High up on the Schiltgat one can see a bunch of figures and two flags. They look like so many ants on the side of a gigantic, white sheet that is dented and raised by some colossus taking his rest beneath.


Down in the valley a number of excited people and two men with stopwatches. High up the mountainside a flag waves and half-a-dozen black dots shoot off down a seemingly perpendicular slope. Soon they become larger, and one can clearly see the cloud of snow shooting out behind their flying skis. Now they are at that difficult shoulder and two fall in a smother of snow and skis. The remaining four flash on, almost sitting on their skis, with heads bent forward and bodies straining. Veritable modern Mercuries!


The leader executes a lightning Christiana and just misses a half-concealed rock; but the next man is not so lucky, and one hears a crash of splintering wood, and a human form shoots through the air landing in a huddled, senseless mass in the snow. By this time the others have shot past down that last stretch to Martha’s Meadow – the ruin of so many hopes. A flashing black form races between two large flags, a glorious Christiana and all is over. The Kandahar is lost and won!


 


Roger, who was due to go up to Pembroke College, Cambridge, the following autumn, made his last appearance in the Wellesley House journal under the heading ‘Lent Term 1929’, which recorded that the boys had returned to school after their Christmas holidays on 18 January.


The parting shot was a generous one:


 


R. J. Bushell was the only person to leave House last term. He was a dormitory prefect, a member of the 1st XV, a first-class scout (incidentally, the first 1st-class scout that the college troop has produced) and a member of the House XV and cricket XI. He duly lived up to his scout’s motto and was always prepared for everything – from big side runs to a free fight.


 


His popularity both in House and College was due, it said, ‘to his indomitable spirit’.










4 Pembroke and Piste 


The young man with mesmerising eyes and the hundred-watt smile was yearning to embrace a high-octane life by the time he left Wellington College at Christmas 1928, two terms earlier than many of his contemporaries.


On the advice of Frederick Malim, the Master at Wellington, Roger Bushell spent two terms at Grenoble University, where he learnt to speak French, not only fluently, but in the manner of a Frenchman.


By this time, he had acquired one great passion, skiing, and he seems to have been working on a second – the female sex. At Grenoble, he pursued both interests with vigour. How much time he actually spent studying is not known, but the photographs in his album are of skiing and his new friends.


Afterwards, in the gap between Grenoble and Cambridge, he made a short trip to South Africa to see his parents and two sisters – Elizabeth, known as Lis, had been born in 1922 – but the visit was not a success: Roger would clearly have preferred to have been elsewhere.


In her journal, Dorothe wrestled with the problem:


 


I think he loved being in the house again and seeing his sisters. But the weather was atrocious. Howling gales and dust, tennis often impossible, the golf course hard and dry. He had become unused to family life and its necessary dovetailing.


The question of his future was discussed and to no purpose; for he still had no definite idea of what he wanted to be. This indecision was exasperating for his father, who had had to earn his living at a young age and was a man of action and quick decisions. He tried to persuade the boy to go in for mining; but it was the one profession for which Roger had a fear complex, as going underground gave him claustrophobia. I assured him that his father would never force him to do anything he hated; but I know that he was glad to go back to his beloved England and the delights of Cambridge and university life.


 


His application for Pembroke College was written almost two years previously, on 11 November 1926, in what appears to be his father’s hand. The form, which was sent to W. S. Hadley, Master of Pembroke, stated that the boy wanted to study for Engineering Honours, starting at Easter 1929, with the intention of pursuing a career as a mining engineer. In fact, the young Bushell enrolled as a member of Cambridge University on 1 November 1929 to study law.


Even in the 1930s, the cobbled paths and flagstones of Pembroke must have summoned up a bygone age for the young South African. The undergraduates milled around elegant ancient courtyards and, from time to time, worshipped in the perfect symmetry of the college chapel designed by Christopher Wren. Like many a Cambridge college, its wine cellars were generous. But if an invitation from a don to drink from them was not in the offing, the college was well-placed for some of the city’s most famous watering holes, including The Eagle in Benet Street, where the ceiling of the bar would later be decorated with the signatures of American airmen stationed near Cambridge during the Second World War.


Undergraduates roamed the immaculate gardens in the warm embrace of one of the university’s smaller and more intimate colleges, snuggled in at the end of King’s Parade next to Corpus Christi College. Rooms were assembled around alphabetically named staircases where, on arrival, young men – more often than not from public schools – would find their name beautifully inscribed in white painted lettering.


No record seems to exist of where Bushell lived during his first year at Pembroke, but he is believed to have occupied M7 in the Pitt building, named after William Pitt the Younger, during his second year. In his third and final year, he is thought to have lived in D9 above the Hall. Women known as ‘bedders’ tidied and cleaned for the budding lawyers, doctors, engineers and linguists, a luxury many took for granted.


Away from college life – the silence of the library, the laughter and earnest discussion of the wood-panelled communal dining room, the beauty of its gardens overlooked by a statue of Pitt – Pembroke men lived within easy reach of the Backs, where many a drunken summer afternoon was spent punting the river or picnicking on the meadows. The bicycle was the chosen mode of transport, which brought pastures further afield within range, including the big colleges of King’s, St John’s and Trinity, or even the village of Grantchester, a favourite destination outside the city.


The man who was one of the most influential at this stage of Bushell’s life was Charles Hugo Ziegler – C. H. Ziegler – the director of law studies, known to his students as ‘Charlie’. His teaching enabled Bushell to start his career working with some of the most prestigious lawyers in England.


Ziegler had himself been an exceptional student at Pembroke; he took a first in both parts of the Law Tripos, coming second in the first part and first in the second. He graduated in June 1912, and took his Masters in November 1918. He was a legal powerhouse who took an unorthodox approach to teaching.


Another of the young men to benefit was Hugh Saunders, who enrolled as a law student at Pembroke at the same time as Bushell, after being educated at Harrow. Ziegler made a deep impression on them both. Saunders said he had the ‘deserved reputation’ of being able to get the dullest people through their law exams, and he coached across the university from 1913 to 1952.


 


There are some people whose words of counsel one can remember almost audibly even after many years to the extent of seeming actually to hear a speaking voice. Ziegler was such a man and I vividly remember meeting him in his tutorial room on the ground floor of Red Buildings. There he sat at the head of a long, baize-covered table in a Victorian room whose walls were festooned with photos of countless undergraduates who had sat at his feet learning the elements of English and Roman Law over many years. It was indeed a gallery of the good and the great, whose names formed part of Pembroke’s tradition of athletic prowess.


He beckoned me to sit down beside him, a rather wizened little middle-aged man with a smiling face and a quiet calm about him that at once made you feel at home. I shall never forget his words. ‘You come from Harrow – I don’t expect you to be clever, I don’t expect you to work hard – but I do expect you to be a good chap.’


 


For three years, Saunders and Bushell sat around his table once or twice a week to hear him declaim on Roman Law, Common Law, Equity and Constitutional Law. Each week they were supposed to study, to use obscure passages in learned works, and each week he expounded upon them and made them clear.


 


In the centre of the table was a black box containing a deaf aid wired to headphones which Ziegler wore, wrote Saunders in the College Review years later. Every now and then the box would emit loud squeaks and buzzes as he adjusted it. He was wont to ask a question about a subject in hand and often there would be mutters of our distaste for the subject and the question in particular. He would say, ‘Take care, gentlemen. I have a new battery this morning and can hear everything.’


He would test his students suddenly, throwing down a question that often they would be at a loss to answer. Saunders remembered one vivid moment when Ziegler suddenly said, ‘Gentlemen, what is jurisdiction?’


 


There was silence – none of us seemed to have a clue – then P. C. Yu, a Chinese member of the college, spoke from the depth of his Mandarin culture: ‘Jurisdiction is the length of the sword-arm of the ruler.’ We were all spellbound. Yu’s father had been in the college and his son brought to us something of the culture of his home, and the value of having an oriental mind in our group. Ziegler well understood the benefits to be derived by English public school boys from working with men whose minds had a different background. We all benefited by this mixture, which Ziegler seemed to embody, as it was said that he himself was half-Burmese and half-German.


He so often said to us, ‘I don’t want to teach you facts, gentlemen. I want to teach you principles’, and these were understood as his teaching went on. Ziegler made us all contribute from our backgrounds, diverse as they were: P. K. Mistri the Parsee; E. S. Fay from Canada, R. J. Bushell from South Africa. All saw the world of law from different viewpoints. But it was Ziegler who welded us together without our knowing it and gave us vivid pictures of the great figures of the past. Justinian, Henry II and Edward I were people he knew and admired, just as if he had met them and known them.


 


Although Bushell was undoubtedly clever, and he listened intently to Ziegler, he did not spend a great deal of time on his studies. One of his peers at Pembroke in 1929 was Max Aitken, son of Lord Beaverbrook, the wealthy Canadian who owned the Daily Express, an influential newspaper at this time, and a close friend of Winston Churchill.


Bushell, the cavalier South African, and Aitken, the millionaire Canadian, became friends. Aitken opened the first doors to high society and the world of debutantes, unleashing what Roger’s mother later described in her journal as ‘his joie de vivre – and touch of joie de vice’.


In the spring of 1930, Dorothe sailed for Europe again, this time with her elder daughter, Rosemary. They were planning to go to Italy for a month before Rosemary started finishing school in Switzerland. They were met at Waterloo station by Bushell, who enveloped them in bear hugs, and they spent a week together in London.


 


Roger had written to me of a certain lovely and her Mamma, so as soon as I arrived I was whisked off to see them. As Roger was at the age and stage of culture where he shuddered at a split infinitive, I had no qualms at the type of woman I was going to meet.


 


But Bushell’s girlfriend and her mother came as a ‘considerable shock’ to Dorothe. With a candour and snobbery that is in itself somewhat shocking, Dorothe wrote:


 


The girl was a pretty creature, well-mannered and polished by a good school; but there was a glint in her green eyes and a hard line between her small lips which I did not like. Mrs X with her plucked eyebrows, scarlet lipstick which strayed well beyond her larger mouth, and the horrid smell of drink, which pervaded her once luxurious flat, was quite breathtaking.


However, as I talked to her, looked into her candid eyes, listened to her noisy blathering, I saw beneath the cheap glitter, a heart too big and generous to be wise. I felt sure that she made the best of life as it came, without criticism of those who fail, without envy for those who succeed and that she was ready to share her material good fortune on all who crossed her path.


 


An interesting exchange ensued between mother and son. Roger asked her opinion of the two women.


Dorothe answered frankly.


 


‘Mamma,’ he replied, ‘you are full of surprises. I imagined you would place Mrs X beyond the pale, but you are dead right about them both. Mrs X has a heart of gold and I love her; but the sweetie has the nastiest little claws beneath those soft paws.’ He added, kissing me, ‘So you’ve got nothing to worry about, darling.’


 


Dorothe’s apparent attempt to avoid a direct attack on a girl she did not think was good enough for her son, and to deflect criticism instead on to Roger’s potential mother-in-law, are among the least appealing passages in a journal that is otherwise an entirely charming recollection of her son’s life. She remains discreet, however, even though the journal was probably not written at the time, but Mrs X and little Miss X were clearly not people like the Bushells, and Dorothe’s shameless snobbery is there for all to see. This part of the journal, at least, seems to be filtered through hindsight but not through rose-tinted spectacles. As much as she loved him, Dorothe’s journal recognised her son’s faults and many of her own shortcomings.


After dinner and dancing at the Berkeley Hotel, where Mrs X drank heavily and entertained Dorothe with ‘incredible stories’, the Bushells left.


 


We spent five days in Paris and Roger stayed on after our departure with undergraduate friends. I introduced him to an Englishman I knew, who lived there with a charming Parisian wife, and begged them to take an interest in my very young son, in case he got into trouble. My fears were unfounded, but they were very kind to him and Roger found Madame entertaining.


 


Dorothe left Paris ‘in a blaze of shame’ after packing her railway tickets and presenting hotel coupons at the barrier. ‘An awful French fuss ensued,’ she recalled. Bushell was clearly embarrassed by his mother. He explained to the ticket collector in fluent French that she was actually sane but did suffer from eccentricity. ‘I could have slapped him,’ wrote Dorothe.


‘We caught the train and departed, waving to Roger, who looked a darling in his rough tweed coat and grey flannel trousers among the upholstered-looking Frenchmen.’


Despite the obvious pride and love for her son, Dorothe was becoming increasingly aware of the hedonism that sometimes gripped him.


 


When I reached England again, I hired a small blue Morris and drove myself around the Southern Counties to visit friends and relations. But first of all I went up to Cambridge to see Roger. He snatched my baby car from me, trod on the accelerator, making colleges and houses flash by as one blurred picture, jammed on brakes at corners, shaving our tyres by inches. The whole air was filled by the noise of screaming machinery.


 


Dorothe also met his closest friends and dined with them.


 


In spite of knowing the university so well in my youth, I felt rather shy at first; but they were so conversational, so full of nonsense and so like the men twenty-odd years ago that I very soon felt completely at home with them. Roger looked so fit, his blue eyes so full of devilment that I knew he was perfectly happy; but when he answered me that he was working very hard, I laughed and refused to believe that one.


 


He was working hard, though, in one area of his life – skiing – and, during the early 1930s, he emerged as a star of the Cambridge team and one of the great characters of the highly aspirational, but downwardly mobile, Alpine clique.


Arnold Lunn, a pioneer of modern ski competition who founded the Alpine Ski Club in 1908 and the Kandahar Ski Club at Mürren in 1924, reckoned that, as a racer, Bushell had more courage than judgment and threw away many races by recklessness. The young man certainly had a style of his own.


 


Strong men turn pale beneath their tans when he skis for Britain, wrote one observer in an unidentified newspaper from Bushell’s clippings. He makes his way over trees, down precipices, across ice and through boulders at a uniform maximum speed. His wish is to get to the bottom as quickly as possible after leaving the top.


 


Bushell was a member of the Cambridge team that beat Oxford in 1930, and he won the Langlauf – a cross-country race over seventeen kilometres – by nearly three minutes at the annual British ski championship at Wengen in 1931. His greatest triumph, however, probably came in Canada when, in the early months of 1932, he captained the combined Oxford and Cambridge teams against McGill University, some of the best collegiate skiers in the Americas.


The Canadians expected to win, but Bushell was in form and had just won the slalom title in the annual meet against Oxford, staged while they were at St Margaret’s in Quebec, in the build-up to the international fixture.


After winning the team slalom by a narrow margin on the first day, every point counted for Oxford and Cambridge in the cross-country.


 


The unexpected part of the whole business was that the Britishers simply refused to stand by and take the complete licking that all and sundry expected them to get, wrote a correspondent for the Quebec Star. The first outstanding example of their determination became evident when captain Roger Bushell cracked up on a slope known to Quebec skiers as ‘Hill 70’.


 


Pursuing an opponent, Bushell had thrown caution to the wind, risking everything to catch the leading Canadian skier, who was way ahead of him. Something inexplicable went wrong: Bushell had tumbled head over heels, broken both his skis, shaken himself generally, and severely cut his face and nose.


 


Yet when the group of ‘Posters’ had picked him up, he announced his intention of going on, continued the Quebec Star report. ‘The team needs every point,’ he protested. ‘They will lose if I don’t continue.’
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