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and the next generation: Felix, Maya, Jude & Poppy with much love.
            


         


         
         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         




         


            “There is always one moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in.”
            


            Graham Greene, The Power & The Glory
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            PROLOGUE
            


         


         SHORTLY AFTER 3PM on 7th August 1942, a Bristol Bombay transport plane took off from the desert airfield of Burg-el-Arab, the tented headquarters of the British Eighth Army in North Africa. It was heading across the desert to the Heliopolis military hospital on the banks of the Nile.
         


         At the controls was “Jimmy” James, a nineteen-year-old pilot from a coal-mining village in South Wales. The summer heat of the Sahara had turned James’s cockpit, a bubble of thin Perspex, into an oven. James was relieved to be airborne: his main concern at that moment was to get out of the battle zone as quickly as possible. For although the Bristol Bombay was held in considerable affection among the troops of the Eighth Army, who dubbed her the “mother duck” because she was the chief deliverer of the troops’ mail, she was an antiquated plane that had been withdrawn from service in Europe, and her fixed undercarriage and slow speed made her an easy target for enemy fighters.


         On that hot summer’s day Jimmy James was making the journey back to Heliopolis later than usual. He had only arrived at the front line at about 2.30 pm and had then been further delayed when, waiting on the runway for the mailsacks to be offloaded, and the wounded soldiers to be ferried onto the plane on their stretchers, he had suddenly been told to wait.
         


         “Switch off your engines!” a voice had yelled at him from the hut. “There’s an important passenger on his way you’re to take with you.”


         Just then two staff cars pulled up. Out of one of them emerged “Strafer” Gott. James recognised the tall bear-like figure immediately; Gott was one of the most popular generals in the desert, a large, rugby-playing, former infantry battalion commander with a loud voice and pugnacious spirit. What James didn’t know was that Churchill had just appointed him commander of the entire Eighth Army.


         After being told of his promotion, Gott had asked Churchill for a few days of leave in Cairo before taking up his new command. Rather than demand his own plane, he had insisted on hitching a ride on the first troop carrier he could find.


         “Are you the captain?” the general had asked James.


         “Yes, sir,” replied the coal miner’s son. “I’m terribly sorry, sir, I don’t have a hat so I can’t salute you.”


         “My boy, don’t worry about that,” Gott smiled. “Are you ready to go?”


         “Yes, sir.”


         With relief, James had showed the general to his seat in the back among the stretchers swinging from the hooks in the ceiling, and apologised for the lack of space and comfort. Again, Gott reassured him: “Don’t worry about me, I’ll sit anywhere.”
         


         


            *


         


         That August, Hitler and the Third Reich were invincible. In the space of three short years, all of western Europe with the exception of Britain had fallen under their control, and it seemed only a matter of time before Britain too would be forced to bow before Berlin. Morale within the British army was very low. Having been driven out of Europe at Dunkirk two years earlier, there was now only one place on earth that the British army was actually engaging German forces, and that was in the desert of North Africa.


         Yet here, too, defeat piled upon defeat.


         The German commander in North Africa, Erwin Rommel, and his Afrika Korps had attained an almost mythic status among German and British troops alike. In little more than seven months they had pushed the mighty British Empire back a thousand miles, from Tripoli through Libya and Egypt, right to the gates of Cairo. Beyond that lay Palestine and the rich oil fields of Iraq and Iran; if Germany could secure access to the oil of the Middle East it would have enough fuel to run its armies indefinitely and the Allies would be crippled.


         Churchill was acutely embarrassed by the performance of his desert forces. Twomonths earlier, in June 1942, Rommel had captured the key city of Tobruk in a single day, taking 35,000 British soldiers prisoner. “Defeat is one thing: disgrace is another,” Churchill later wrote in his memoirs. When the Germans then crossed into Egypt, the Middle East Command drew up plans to evacuate into Palestine. In the streets of Cairo, Egyptians jeered the British imperialists, chanting “Advance Rommel”.
         


         Desperate to prove to his American allies that Britain could stand up against the Germans, Churchill bombarded his generals with telegrams, ordering them to stop retreating and to go on the offensive.


         In an attempt to salvage the situation, General Claude Auchinleck, the commander of the Eighth Army, ordered a defensive line to be built at the tiny village of El Alamein; it was a well -chosen spot with the sea on one flank and the vast salt marsh of the Qattarah Depression, which was impenetrable to all vehicles, on the other.


         By August, Auchinleck had forced the Afrika Korps to a standstill. Rommel’s huge advance had taken him far from his supplies and his troops were beginning to suffer; he lacked petrol for his tanks, and some days the German soldiers were having to survive in the desert heat on half a cup of water a day. The Germans still had the momentum, however, and among the British troops there was a mood of defeatism; Auchinleck was so in awe of Rommel’s reputation that he banned all mention of his name around his headquarters.


         Exasperated and impatient for results, Churchill flew out to Cairo on 3rd August 1942, intending to instil some backbone into the British forces. He was looking for a larger-than-life figure to replace Auchinleck, someone with swagger and self-confidence, who believed he could beat Rommel and drive a dagger through the bogey of retreat. He settled on General William Gott.
         


         


            *


         


         Behind the Perspex canopy in the “mother duck”, James sweated even more than normal; he had never flown a VIP before. But he barely had time to focus on the implications. As he lifted off the desert floor, the temperature gauge showed that his engines were overheating. He needed to climb quickly up to the cooler air, but until he was out of enemy range he was forced to fly at 50 feet to avoid detection. The Bristol Bombay was not only flying alone, it was virtually unarmed. The Royal Air Force was so short of weapons that they had replaced the two Vickers guns in the tail turret with wooden dummies. Its normal complement of two gunners had been replaced by a single medical orderly.


         James had been airborne only three or four minutes when two Messerschmitts appeared from behind. He heard a loud bang and looked out to see the starboard engine stuttering. Then came cannon tracers ripping through the wing. Flames sucked out of the engine, filling the cockpit with oily black smoke.


         James began searching frantically for somewhere to land and at the same time yelling at the second pilot to get the medical orderly from the back. There was another bang and the propeller on the port side started to slow. The plane was now gliding without power. James pulled back the controls to gain as much height as he could while he still had speed.
         


         He saw the pair of Messerschmitt 109s hurtle past once more; this time they punctured his main fuel tanks and fuel began pouring into the stricken aircraft between the cockpit and the passenger area. As he looked back he could see that his wireless operator had been badly injured in the arm.


         “Get all the wounded off the stretcher hooks and lie them on the floor,” James yelled.


         Ahead, the desert sloped away in a long descent. James glided the plane down and with flying skill well beyond his years. gently touched the front wheels onto the desert floor. But the crosswind held up the tail, preventing the rear wheels from landing. He dared not use his brakes in case the plane flipped.


         Struggling to see through the smoke in the cockpit, he tried to swerve between the rocks strewn over the sand, kicking his rudders one way and then the other. It felt as if he was driving a ten-ton truck. He could see his charred hands on the control stick but the pain seemed far away. Slowly the tail came down; he began to apply the brakes. There was no response. The brake cables had been shot away. All he could do was keep the plane upright and wait for the soft sand to slow it’s momentum.


         Gradually his speed dropped: 70, 60, 50 miles an hour. When the dial reached 40, James told the second pilot to warn the passengers to stand by to evacuate.


         “Get the back door off and when I give the word drop them onto the sand.”
         


         Smoke choked his lungs. The Messerschmitts were returning for a third run.


         “Stand by! Open the hatch on the cockpit floor,” James yelled at the medical orderly. The “mother duck” hit a patch of soft sand and the speed dropped sharply. Peering back through the smoke, James thought he saw someone in the back giving a thumbs up.


         “Now!” he shouted.


         The wireless operator, medical orderly and second pilot disappeared through the hatch in the floor and suddenly James was alone. Hoping he’d done everything he could, he slid off his seat and crawled towards the hole in the floor as cannon fire ripped open the Perspex canopy above his head.


         The plane groaned to a halt and he sank onto the desert floor. He was surprised to find that, instead of making a six-foot fall, he hit the sand only a foot away – the Bombay’s landing gear had finally buckled. It had bumped along the desert floor for over eight miles. He scrambled out of the smoke into the searing afternoon sun, expecting to find twenty people scattered behind, but there were just four: the wounded wireless operator, the second pilot, a wounded soldier and the medical orderly.


         “The passengers – where are they?” he asked incredulously.


         They pointed at the burning plane, which was beginning to change shape, twisting and buckling in the heat.


         “The rear door is jammed.”


         James stared at the door, watching as the camouflage paintwork blistered. Flames billowed furiously in the wind. When he tried to approach, he was blown back. The new commander of the Eighth Army was being incinerated.
         


         Telling the medical orderly to look after the others, James set out across the desert to try to find help. His shoes and socks were burned, his shorts frayed, his shirt in shreds. He could see that one of his boots was full of blood. Alternating between walking and jogging, he covered about three miles, before passing out on top of a sand ridge.


         Several hours later, passing Tuareg tribesmen spotted the figure. Picking him up, they laid him across one of their camels and brought him to a nearby army post.


         From there a rescue party was sent out, guided by the column of smoke on the horizon, but by the time they reached the plane, it was a charred shell.


         


            *


         


         News of Gott’s death reached the prime minister as he was on his way to bed in the British embassy in Cairo. One of his staff officers stopped him on the stairs.


         “It may be a blessing in disguise,” said the officer, but Churchill scowled at him. It didn’t feel like one. Those around Churchill had had deep reservations about Gott. The chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS), General Alan Brooke, considered Gott exhausted and out of his depth, but Churchill had brushed aside Brooke’s warning. Now however, he had run out of generals in the field; the Eighth Army had been through four commanders in nine months. Someone would have to be summoned from the Home Front.
         


         Brooke urged Churchill to call up Lt General Bernard Montgomery, who was was then in charge of the South-Eastern Army in southern England. As a young infantry captain during the First World War, Montgomery had earned a reputation for leadership and bravery. He had won a DSO during the first Battle of Ypres. By the start of the Second World War, he was a junior general in charge of a division. At Dunkirk he had shown an ability to remain calm under the intense pressure of retreat when many, including his own superiors like John Gort, the head of the British army, seemed paralysed by indecision. He had withdrawn his troops to the coast with minimal casualties and in the midst of the chaos he had been promoted to commander of Second Corps.


         Yet Montgomery wasn’t considered one of Britain’s “top drawer” generals. Ever since Dunkirk he had been passed over repeatedly for command in the field and had been languishing in Britain. Command of the South-Eastern Army was considered almost a Home Guard post. At the age of 55, many felt he had risen as far as he was going to go.


         Churchill demurred at Brooke’s suggestion. The prime minister regarded Montgomery as not completely “reliable”, slightly unhinged even. Montgomery’s obsession with training in peacetime had verged on zealotry and he had a reputation – even in an institution not known for its humility – for being arrogant in the extreme and sometimes vicious towards his peers. He did not hide his disdain of fellow officers and those superiors whom he considered “not up to the task”. Montgomery clearly needed careful handling. Being so mercurial himself, Churchill preferred his generals to be more straightforward.
         


         Churchill initially asked Brooke to take over the command, a sign of his desperation. When Brooke refused, Churchill then suggested “Jumbo” Wilson, a solid unspectacular general then in command of the British forces in Syria and a personal favourite of the prime minister’s. Churchill argued that he was a safe pair of hands with desert experience, whereas Montgomery was an enormous gamble for such a critical mission – he had never served in the Middle East and no one knew if he possessed the strategic vision to beat a general as gifted as Rommel. This was the last throw of the dice; if the next commander failed like all the others, then the British would be pushed out of the Middle East completely.


         Brooke persisted. He had studied Montgomery closely during those heart-stopping few days in Dunkirk and he believed that Montgomery had both a steeliness and a careful methodical approach to campaigning that had been lacking so far in the desert generals. He badgered his boss to put his personal antipathy about Monty’s character to one side and to take a chance with him.


         Shortly after midnight, Churchill finally relented. With some trepidation, he ordered a telegram to be sent to the War Office requiring Montgomery’s services.


         Montgomery received the phone call from the War Office as he was shaving the next morning at his house in Portsmouth. As far as he was concerned, he had spent his whole life preparing for just such an event. He knew immediately that he’d been handed an opportunity he would not get again; The unpleasant death of Gott – a man ten years younger than him – was the pivotal moment that would turn the 55-year-old unknown Bernard Law Montgomery into “Monty”: Field Marshal Montgomery of El Alamein and the most famous English general since Wellington. Soon Brooke was calling that crash in the desert an intervention by God.
         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            1.
            


         


         MY FATHER, RICHARD CARVER, was Monty’s stepson. At the time of these events, he was a 28-year-old officer in the Royal Engineers, studying the art of war at the new British Army Staff College, at Haifa in Palestine. He greeted the news of Monty’s promotion with mild surprise. Like everyone else, he assumed that Monty had already reached the top of his career. He would never have guessed the impact his stepfather was about to have on the course of the Second World War.
         


         My father and Monty were very different characters. Through the power of his personality and his own iron conviction in himself, Monty asserted his authority over every room he entered. He had the quality of a flint stone: rough, angular, hard-headed and quick to spark. He was in perpetual impatient movement, probing, demanding, boasting, joking, harassing, criticising, raging. But his physical appearance, with his short stature and bristly nature, was more like that of a sergeant major than a general.


         My father, on the other hand, had been given all the looks and bearing of a military leader. Slightly over six foot, he towered over his stepfather. He had light-blue eyes, well-defined cheek bones and a strong jawline. His black hair was parted to one side and slicked down in the manner of an Allan Quartermain or Richard Hannay, or one of the other imaginary heroes of the books that my mother loved to read to me. But the appearance was deceptive, for he had none of Monty’s braggadocio swagger and confidence; he possessed instead the slightly reserved manner of a country doctor.
         


         


            *


         


         When I was growing up in the 1960s, I knew very little about my father. Like so many men of his generation, who had experienced the frequent prospect of dying, he kept his feelings hidden. Schooled to put duty to country before all else, he seemed to fear that too much emotion, like too much drink, might weaken his resolve. Talking about himself he considered boastful, even sinful. All I knew was that he had fought in the war and that he was now a teacher. This was not a profession that scored highly among English schoolboys, and so I barely mentioned him. And anyway, I had Monty to brag about, a bona fide war hero, whom no one could compete with. As Monty’s step-grandson, I did not carry his name but I still won the playground competition for who had the most famous relative.


         At seven and a half, I was sent away to a prep school among the damp ferns and oaks of the Dorset countryside, called Dumpton. It was aptly named – a dumping-ground for the offspring of army officers and colonial civil servants. There we played endless games of “Germans and English” in the bushes down by the cricket pitch, crawling through the undergrowth imagining we were part of some elite band of special forces. At night after lights out, we swapped Commando “trash mags” in our dormitories, reading them by torchlight under our covers.
         


         Occasionally, Monty would send me, via my parents, stamps from his fan mail for my stamp collection. The stamps were always much bigger and more colourful than the drab British varieties and came from places like Paraguay and Madagascar that hovered at the very edges of my known world. The smaller and more insignificant the country the more impressive the stamps seemed to be. My friends and I would stare in wonder at the palm trees and the birds with vast wing-spans – a couple of the stamps had even managed to go halfway round the world without receiving a postmark, which my friend Garnett authoritatively said increased their value 100 times.


         But it was the envelopes that attracted true awe: often the address said only “General Montgomery, somewhere near London, England”, or “Field Marshal hero of El Alamein, British Isles”. I would let my friends rub their grubby fingers reverently along the jagged slit of the envelopes, as they pictured the great general opening the letter over his morning toast and tea. Snotty, homesick, permanently hungry, our heads full of Latin gerunds and strange facts about county cricket, picked on by masters and older boys and with no possessions to our name except a tuck box and a few teddy bears, we could hardly conceive of anyone being so famous.
         


         After the war ended, Monty had hoped that a grateful nation would give him some kind of reward for his services – after all, Queen Anne had once built Blenheim Palace for the Duke of Marlborough as a prize for a much more insignificant military campaign. In September 1945 he had appealed to the king’s private secretary, declaring, “I have nowhere which my stepsons and my own boy can come to and call ‘home’.” He had lost nearly all his possessions when an incendiary bomb destroyed the Portsmouth warehouse in which they were stored, and the only accommodation he owned were two campaign caravans that he had lived in for three years, from El Alamein to Germany.


         His appeal was rejected, however, by a post-war government, which was both bankrupted and conscious of people’s fatigue. And so, grumbling about the miserly ingrates of Whitehall, Monty bought a dilapidated watermill and a skirt of boggy water meadows called Isington Mill on the River Wey in Hampshire. It was the first house he had ever owned. With his usual discipline, he assembled an army of gardeners, who turned the ancient unkempt meadows into a huge lawn where every blade was cut to regulation height and no mole was allowed to raise its dusty head.


         By the time I was nine or ten and old enough to remember him, Monty had disappeared from public life and was living in solitary retirement in Hampshire with his housekeeper and cook, surrounded by mementos of his battles – his wife Betty, Richard’s mother, my grandmother, having died suddenly in 1938.
         


         On Sunday exeats, my parents would pick me up from Dumpton and drive down to Isington Mill for Sunday lunch. Despite the lustre of fame that Monty’s achievements brought to our otherwise unremarkable family, I think my mother would have preferred a warmer, jollier type of grandfather for her children; but, since both of our natural grandfathers were dead, Monty was all we had.


         His mystique no longer held much sway for my five older teenage brothers and sisters; they resented the way he ordered them around as if they were his soldiers and did all they could to get out of the Sunday visits. So usually it was just my parents and I who went to see him. I would spend two hours rolling around the back of our dilapidated Morris Minor, trying to read my Tintin books. Standing on his gravel drive, my father would prep me as my mother flattened down my hair and straightened me out.


         “What are you going to say if he asks you?”


         “That I want to be a soldier?”


         “Good,” my father would say, reaching for the door bell.


         As a boy, I was deeply impressed by the power Monty had once wielded. I used to stare slack-jawed at the black-and-white newsreels of the D-Day landings, which showed beaches teeming with landing craft, tanks, trucks, earth movers and hundreds of thousands of tiny figures sweating through the surf with their helmets and their backpacks. Above them the sky was congested with anti-barrage balloons and the puffs of the ack-ack. Then the scene would change and a small foxy-looking figure would appear, standing in some field with Churchill or hopping down from an aeroplane to greet Eisenhower. And the old-fashioned voice of the British Movietone News commentator would intone, “General Montgomery, the hero of El Alamein, has been summoned by Churchill to lead our invasion of Europe and to end this war once and for all…”


         
         


         


            
[image: ]

               Isington Mill, the house in Hampshire that Monty bought after the war.
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               Courtesy of Douglas Glass
               


               Monty outside one of the caravans, in which he lived for much of the war, and which he later installed in a shed in his garden
               


            


         


         It was hard to connect this semi-mythic figure to the elderly person I would greet in the hallway, and yet he was unmistakably the same man. There were the same sharp features and the brisk, classless voice, incapable of any modulation below the imperative. At 80 years old, he still longed to be the focus of the world’s attention, and lunches would often consist of Monty boasting of how much better he would run the country than the imbeciles that were currently in charge.
         


         One particular Sunday lunch I sat in the kitchen of Isington Mill watching Monty’s cook preparing the roast beef and listening with one ear to her complaints to the maid about Monty’s stinginess and with the other to the conversation coming through the open door of the dining room where lunch was in progress. Around the table were several rather forbidding-looking generals who had served under him in one or other of his campaigns and their wives, along with my parents.


         I tried to follow the conversation, hoping for some nugget that I could take back to school and retell to my dormitory after lights out. The generals, with their perfectly laundered white handkerchiefs and their dress medals glittering on their jackets, seemed terrifyingly formal and grand – although one of them, I noticed, had a speck of paper tissue on his cheek where he must have nicked himself shaving. As I stared at him through the open door, I realised Monty was telling a story about his time as a young subaltern in the First World War.
         


         “The first occasion I was ordered to go ‘over the top’, I rushed up the side of the parapet and immediately tripped over my sword scabbard,” Monty said with a dry laugh. “By the time I’d picked myself up and rushed forward again, half of my troop had been killed.” He then described how he had crawled into no man’s land to try to observe the enemy positions. It took only ten minutes for a sniper hiding in a tree to spot him.


         “His first bullet went through my right lung and produced a large amount of blood,” he said. One of his soldiers, he explained, crawled forward to help. As the soldier tried to plug the hole in Monty’s chest with a field dressing, the sniper put a bullet through his head. The man’s body fell on top of Monty, pushing him down into the mud.


         “The sniper kept firing at me. I got one more bullet in the left knee, but most of them hit the soldier. It was the dead man who saved my life,” he said to the table.


         Enthralled by the story, I hadn’t noticed the maid nudging me. She was carrying ten small bone china cups on a silver tray. “You going to hand round the chocolates or not?”
         


         It was my moment; I had been given the role of passing round the box of Black Magic with the coffee. I walked into the room behind the maid holding the black box out in front of me like the king’s sceptre. I went to Monty’s chair first. He grabbed me round the shoulders in his bony embrace.


         “Dick’s son,” he stated.


         Monty had an odd way of leaving out some words as if they were a waste of time. “Young Tom.” He avoided calling me his grandson because of course, strictly speaking, we were not blood relations. There were nods of approval from the grey-haired men.


         “Finest men I ever fought with,” he said, waving his free hand in a sweep of benediction around the room and receiving back several indulgent smiles for me. I was then pushed off to circum-navigate the table, watched by the generals and their wives. Somehow in my nervousness, when I was about halfway round, the box came out of my hands and crashed to the floor.


         I quickly sank under the table and scrabbled among the sharp trouser edges in search of errant walnut whirls and cream fudges. Shoes flicked in irritation as I stretched across them. I felt relieved to be under there in the strange forest of table legs and dark trousers where no one could see my burning cheeks.


         One long face peered under the tablecloth to see what was going on and chuckled with amusement.
         


         Then: “Get out, boy!” came the rasping voice. “Leave that to the staff and go outside. Find something to play with in the garden.”


         It had been raining. There were two hours left before I had to be back at Dumpton for evensong. A cloud of gloom descended, as I knew that I would not be with my parents that night but in Dutton dormitory.


         A shed stood at the far end of the garden. It was made of brand-new pine and looked slightly out of place amid the wet greenery. I pushed at the doors. In the weak autumn light, I could make out two small caravans nose to tail squeezed under the roof as if the barn had been built around them. One was a desert brown, the other battlefield green. I opened the door of the first. It was the size of a yacht’s cabin and smelt of the military, that hollow aroma of brass cleaner, dampness, leather and sweat. I walked gingerly around, slowly inspecting everything in turn. One end was taken up by a bed, a sink and a toilet. The bed was neatly made with blankets and a pillow as if ready to be mobilised one final time. A single picture hung on the wall. It was a portrait of an aristocratic-looking man in German uniform. Around his neck I noticed he wore the Iron Cross. I recognised him as Rommel, the “Desert Fox”, Monty’s greatest adversary.


         A large folding desk stood open in the middle of the room. On the wall above the desk was a map covered in some kind of plastic sheeting which in turn was covered in dozens of lines and unfamiliar symbols. Half the lines were in green and half in red; some of them were unimpeded, others stopped suddenly, confronted by squares and thick Xs. I had read enough Commando mags to know that these were battle lines.
         


         I lay down on the bed and imagined that the wind outside was the scream of Messerschmitts dive-bombing overhead. I stared at the map, trying to interpret the strange hieroglyphics. Night after night Monty must have lain in this same bed under the desert moon worrying about what Rommel was going to do next. I looked again at the picture; the German general was half smiling, and seemed to me to have quite a kind face.


         Where had my father been in all this, I wondered. I knew that he had reached the rank of colonel, for that was how all the letters that arrived at home were addressed, to Colonel R.O.H. Carver OBE. But what had he done? Had he ever been to any of the strange names that I could see on the map: El Alamein, Mersa Matruh, Burg-el-Arab, Fuka? Had he been part of that long green line of advance that snaked along the length of North Africa from Cairo to Tunis? The only tangible evidence that he had fought in the war was a deep indentation a few inches above his right ankle which he said had come from a piece of shrapnel that had gone in one side of his leg and come out the other. My mother had once told me that he had escaped from a POW camp and lived in “a cave”.
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               Photograph courtesy of the Imperial War Museum, London
               


               The portrait of Rommel, by Wolfgang Willrich, which Monty hung on the wall of his caravan
               


               

            


         


         As I willed the elusive markings on the map to come to life, I could hear my parents calling me back to the mill. On an impulse, I decided to add some of my own. Since the greens appeared to be winning, I joined in on their side. I found a green chinagraph in the desk and drew a few more lines on Monty’s battle plan, but instead of following the others, I pushed them out into the blue of the Mediterranean far away from the shore.


         


            *


         


         It wasn’t until many years later, when Monty was long dead and I was grown up, that my father showed a greater willingness to talk about his past. As I learnt what he had done, and the extraordinary adventures he had had, I began urging him to write down his experiences. I pointed out that the books that Monty had written about the war – The Path to Leadership, Normandy to the Baltic, El Alamein to the River Sangro – barely mentioned my father’s story. These were books full of battle orders, artillery plans, and lessons on how to fight a combined air and land war, all intended to nail Monty’s own place in history. And the many books, written by others about Monty, made no reference to my father either.
         


         Finally, one winter in the late 1980s, my father gave in to my entreaties, retired to his study and worked away. As the first primroses and daffodils appeared in his garden below his study window, he announced that he had finished. The result was characteristically short, just twenty pages long. It was entitled “Behind the lines in Italy, a Personal Account of my time as a Prisoner of War in 1942/43”. He called it his “pamphlet”.


         We got 200 copies printed privately and sent them around the extended family. My father was moved by the enthusiastic responses he received back from grandchildren and cousins. And yet, far from being a full rendering of what had happened, the pamphlet only hinted at further things unknown. It was a bloodless rendering of events and the hardships he’d endured. Like the campaign lines on the maps in the caravan, it concealed more than it revealed.


         Then one weekend in the 1990s, while clearing out a shelf in his house, I came across an old metal cigarette case. The cigarette manufacturer’s markings had been rubbed away and smoothed by repeated handling, returning the tin to its original dark metallic brown. I opened it carefully as it looked as if the hinges were about to disintegrate.
         


         The tin contained a small black Bakelite cap about an inch and a half wide, over the top of which someone had attached a roughly cut piece of Perspex with sticking plaster. Through the Perspex I could see a safety pin bent into the shape of an arrow and pushed down over what looked like a small brass coat button. As I turned the cap around trying to understand it, the safety pin suddenly came to life and began to move; I could see that it was not stuck down but floating on top of a second, even smaller upright pin. Underneath it, written on a piece of cardboard inside the cap, were the letters N, S, E and W. It was a homemade compass which I realised my father must have used to guide his way home through enemy lines.


         In the bottom of the tin was a piece of carefully folded paper greyed by fingering. A map, or at least a copy of a map of what looked like a part of Italy.


         When I showed my father my discoveries, he rummaged around in a box under his desk and pulled out a small notebook, bound in dark-green leather and no bigger than a packet of cigarettes. Like the tin, the leather was as smooth as glass to touch, and stained. I opened the cover slowly, fearful that the desiccated binding might snap in half. The pages, still faintly lined, pulled apart reluctantly; each one was covered in diminutive pencil handwriting, the words crammed tightly together. Some of the pages were heavily smudged; others appeared to be written in a kind of a code. This was his diary, my father explained, that he had kept during the summer and winter of 1943 while he was on the run.
         


         A compass. A map. A diary. The lodestones of my father’s war. The tantalising keynotes of a story still only haltingly told…


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            2.
            


         


         IN 1970, MY FATHER took me to see the Hollywood film Patton. My father never took any of us to the cinema – he considered places of public gatherings like cinemas and pubs to be slightly dissolute and “inappropriate” – but he decided that I needed to see Patton. I was nine years old. The American general had been Monty’s greatest rival on the Allied side; their arguments and antipathy for each other were legendary.
         


         Being an American production, George Patton was portrayed in the film as a flawed but towering genius, whereas Monty came across as an English buffoon. He was played by a British comedy actor called Michael Bates who later starred in such classics as No Sex Please, We’re British, It Ain’t Half Hot Mum and Kamikaze in a Coffee Bath.
         


         I sat on the creaking seats in Fleet Odeon, their red velour pockmarked with cigarette burns, staring up at the Stukas flying over the hot dusty souks, the American soldiers jumping in and out of their jeeps and Patton striding among the ruins of Carthage.
         


         I was mesmerised by the vast canvas of war, but beside me my father took each appearance by Monty in the film as a personal offence.


         “That’s ridiculous,” he muttered, “Monty wasn’t like that at all.”


         He grumbled softly at first, then louder and louder until people began to turn around in their seats. As Patton was leaving Italy and heading for the green cornfields of northern Europe and D-Day, my father decided we’d seen enough and I found myself being pushed past people out of the cinema and back onto the rainy high street.


         “What a lot of rubbish,” he said in disgust.


         His anger was all the more startling because my father so rarely displayed any strong emotion, especially not in public. I was bewildered at the time, annoyed not to be allowed to see the film through to the end. But, with hindsight, I can see why he found the caricatural portrayal of Monty so upsetting. Monty may have been prickly and difficult, but he was the only father figure that my father had.


         


            *


         


         In January 1926, my grandmother Betty Carver arrived for a winter holiday at Lenk in Switzerland with her two sons, Richard, my father, aged eleven, and his brother John, who was two years older. Their father, Oswald, had died a decade earlier, hit at close range by Turkish machine guns while leading his men across the scrubby fields above Gallipoli.
         


         In the years that had followed, the memory of Oswald became sacred to Betty. The photos of him show a tall, athletic figure with dark good looks. He had attended Trinity Cambridge and won a blue rowing for the university. The following year he had rowed for Britain in the 1908 London Olympics in front of a huge home crowd. He was well off, handsome and mildly heroic.


         Oswald’s family, the Carvers, were serious-minded “chapel folk” who, in the space of a generation, had managed to rise up from carting goods over the Pennines to become substantial cotton traders and manufacturers. They were the biggest employer in the small town of Marple, outside Manchester, with 300 people clocking in at the Carver cotton mill for work every morning. The 1911 census showed that the Carver household employed seven servants and three grooms for their horses at their large estate, Cranage Hall.


         All that changed with the First World War. Oswald and his brother never returned. Then the Great Depression sent the price of English cotton plummeting, and in 1927, the family was forced to sell the mill and Cranage Hall. The only bidder was the local authority, which turned the large Victorian mansion into a lunatic asylum. The walls were whitewashed in lime, the carpets taken up and the boards scrubbed with disinfectant, and soon the long corridors were filled with the mumblings of the insane, heard only by the cows grazing in the pasture outside. The Carvers’ brief membership of the leisured classes had expired before it had really begun.
         


         Richard and John moved with their widowed mother to a small cottage on the banks of the Thames in Chiswick. If they occasionally missed having a father, they were far from alone in their situation among boys of their age and they enjoyed the full attention of their mother. Betty Carver was warm and vivacious, an aspiring painter. The cottage was full of her friends, nearly all poets and artists. In the evenings Richard and John lay upstairs in their beds listening to the noise of conversation below.


         That winter of 1926, they had something to celebrate: at the encouragement of Augustus John, Betty Carver had applied to the Slade School of Art, and to her delight and due no doubt to a word of recommendation from him, she had been accepted. She decided to raid the small trust fund that her in-laws had set aside for Richard and John’s education and take them on a winter holiday.


         The Hotel Wildstrubel was not Lenk’s most fashionable hotel but not its worst either. On the second morning there, Betty and the two boys were having breakfast in the dining room when an Englishman walked up to their table and introduced himself. He had a neatly clipped moustache and was dressed for some reason in lederhosen, as if trying to fit in with the local scene. He was short, with vivid blue eyes and a beaky nose. When he spoke it was with a wiry nervous energy as if he didn’t have time to explain his thoughts in great detail. The image that came to Richard’s mind was of a Jack Russell dog.
         


         In what seemed to be a single breath, the man explained that he had been recently promoted to major in the British infantry and was holidaying alone in Lenk. He said that he had been drawn to their breakfast table by the presence of children, having none of his own. He appeared to be nearing 40 and a confirmed bachelor with no sign of a wife. In fact, though he didn’t reveal it to Betty, he had come to Lenk in pursuit of a girl he had developed an infatuation with the summer before, but the girl, who was much younger, had firmly rebuffed him.


         In her casual and slightly detached way, Betty invited the major to spend the day with them. Richard and John enjoyed the presence of this man who was the same age as their father would have been. Despite being an indifferent skier, this eccentric officer had no shortage of theories about how it should be done; in a parent this might have been grating but Richard and John were attracted by his energy and enthusiasm. He was always willing to join in with whatever they were doing; they laughed each time he fell over – there was something comical about the way he would bounce straight back up, shaking the snow off himself as if trying to pretend that he had never fallen. He was an amusing companion and when the holiday ended, they all said friendly goodbyes.


         The next year Betty brought the boys back to Lenk. In the interim Richard had not thought much more about the major, and was surprised to see him striding towards them across the lobby of the hotel on the first day as if he had never left. He and John were even more struck by Betty’s greeting. They noticed that she did not seem at all surprised by the coincidence of the meeting – as if she had been expecting to find him there. This time the major did not confine his opinions to the ski slope. He was clearly used to giving orders and having them obeyed.
         


         “You must discipline in the home,” they heard him say to her one day with what they considered excessive familiarity, but Betty only smiled and ignored the questioning glances that the boys threw in her direction.


         Three months after they returned from skiing in the Easter holidays of 1927, Betty took Richard to visit his new school, Charterhouse. John was already there and had filled Richard with alarming stories about the fierce regime, the cold baths every morning, and having to wear the “attire of a city gent” with a jacket and pinstripes and a bowler hat. Adding to Richard’s confusion and distress, the major from Lenk – now a colonel and dressed in a crisp staff officer’s uniform – turned up unexpectedly at Betty’s side.


         The school echoed with memories of the Great War. As they walked down the long shining corridors that smelt of beeswax, Richard stared up at the walls that held the names of the 700 Carthusians who had fallen in the fields of northern France; the great battles – Ypres, Flanders and Passchendaele – were inscribed in gold lettering as if they had been fought by gods. They toured the school’s new chapel, designed by the famous architect Sir Gilbert Scott, which had been opened that year as a memorial to the fallen. In one of the rooms, John showed his younger brother the three VCs won by Charterhouse boys displayed proudly under glass.
         


         Just then Colonel Montgomery announced that he wanted to “inspect” the sports facilities – he seemed to assume that everything was there for his benefit – so John, too awed to protest, led them solemnly around the tennis courts and then the fives and racquets building. My father remembered his metal heel caps echoing on the parquet flooring.


         Inside one of the fives courts, the colonel halted. Betty told John to take Richard away for a few minutes so that she and the colonel could be alone. Bewildered and with the impending nausea of homesickness in his stomach, Richard let John led him up the stairs to the spectators’ gallery. They pretended to play together, but they couldn’t take their eyes off the two figures standing in the middle of the court talking in subdued tones.


         “It’ll be alright,” said John jocularly, punching Richard’s arm, but both knew it would not be. Richard sensed that this man was about to disturb their cosy family triangle. After a few moments, Betty looked up, smiled and waved at the boys, beckoning them back. Richard raced down, hurrying to stand next to her to shut out the bristly little figure on the other side.


         “Bernard and I are going to get married,” she said. At first, Richard did not hear what she had said, preoccupied with his own thoughts. Then, seeing the astonished expression on John’s face, he asked her to repeat the news.


         “We’re getting married,” Monty interjected.


         
         


         


            *


         


         The match was greeted with horror by Betty’s circle of friends. Betty introduced him into her artistic salons and Monty sat in the small living room of the cottage gamely trying to contribute something to the conversations about Art Deco and Futurism, but the only thing he liked to talk about was the art of war, a subject he could expound on with great passion for hours. Betty’s friends concluded that he was an eccentric in the wrong mould, obsessed by what had gone wrong in the First World War, which none of them wanted to think about. It was too dull and depressing. They feared that his fierce sense of discipline and routine would overwhelm Betty’s fragile sensibilities. He’s a philistine who has never read a thing, they told each other.
         


         But to everyone’s surprise, Betty didn’t seem to care about the difference in their temperaments. Though she had no interest in her fiancé’s military world, she was attracted by his passion; the way he became so excited and voluble over strange issues like the role of the tank in future warfare and the benefits of enfilade fire. She detected within him a surfeit of raw emotional energy. During that period of the 1920s, when the rest of the world had had their fill of war, Monty could not stop talking about it. He seemed to be planning for some new conflict in the future that Betty had no concept of. Besides, she was tired of being the only parent and she wanted to be looked after. And she certainly felt loved by this strange, compelling man.
         


         On 25th June 1927, an announcement appeared in The Times of an engagement between Lt Colonel Bernard Montgomery and Mrs E.A. Carver. They married quietly one month later; Monty insisting on having not one but two honeymoons, first in England and then in Switzerland.
         


         Brushing aside the concerns of others, he immediately assumed the role of both husband and parent, oblivious to the fact that he had no experience of either. Monty couldn’t bear to see anything that wasn’t well run, and the only way he knew how to run anything was on military lines. He took over the management of the household chores and divided Betty’s disorderly life into carefully allotted spans, posting “orders of the day” on the dining-room door with instructions such as “lunch at 1300 hours” and “girls will pick up flowers for the house”. Betty often ignored them but she nonetheless found the routine reassuring. She sold the old motorbike and sidecar that she used to drive her two boys around in, and allowed Monty to drive her in his stately Belsize car. He took the two boys riding through the woods of Sandhurst and swimming in the lakes and thus, through the force of his character, he pulled all three of them into his gravitational field.


         Betty understood that Monty’s obsessive orderliness and self-discipline was a way of containing his inner demons. Monty had spent the early years of his life on the remote island of Tasmania off Australia, where his father had been an Anglican bishop, ministering to a parish largely populated by recidivist convicts.
         


         For six months a year, the bishop walked the hills of Tasmania in a bush hat and hobnail boots, visiting the distant prison farms, while Maud, his much younger wife, ruled the home and their six children with a fierceness that bordered on cruelty. When Monty sold the bike that he had been given for his tenth birthday, she forced him to buy it back with every penny of his pocket money. The beatings were unrelenting: it was said that Maud Montgomery handled a cane like a man. But she was unable to bend the fifth of her six children to her will. On one occasion when Maud was trying to make herself heard at a children’s party, Monty jumped on a table and yelled, “Silence in the pig market, the old sow speaks first!”
         


         The old bishop, hoping that boarding school might temper his son’s volcanic energy, sent him to St Paul’s in London. But the 1906 school magazine gives a portrait of a boy unbowed; its sport section recorded Monty’s demonic fury towards opposing teams in rugby: “stamping on their heads and twisting their necks and doing many other inconceivable atrocities with a view no doubt to proving his patriotism”.
         


         He decided to join the army largely to spite his parents who tried hard to push him into the Church, and his military career was nearly derailed almost immediately when he set fire to the shirt-tails of a fellow cadet at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, badly burning him. Slowly, the military discipline and routine began to have some effect and Monty learnt to channel his energy into hard work. He fought through the First World War and emerged on the other side – minus part of a knee and a lung from snipers’ bullets.
         


         A year after his marriage to Betty, she gave him a son, David – the only child they had between them. In 1928, he took his new stepsons back to Lenk, this time without Betty. The three of them shared a room to economise. My father remembered Monty telling them how to pee.


         “You boys are very uncivilised,” he said. “You must stand up to use a chamber pot, not kneel down.”


         Brought up without a father, no one had told them. Monty kept reminding them “to keep to their partums”. Each day was planned meticulously in advance, though the boys could not help noticing that it rarely went according to plan. Richard was surprised to discover that Monty had a keen sense of the absurd. They fooled around, having snowball fights and laughing at the outfits of some of the other guests. To the end of his life, my father remembered a limerick that Monty taught him on that holiday:
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