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Prologue


Crimea, February 1945


TWILIGHT ARRIVED EARLY in the Crimean mountains, with dusk falling at four-thirty and darkness shortly after. A lone road crossed this gloomy terrain, one whose high altitude hairpins made for a forbidding drive in the glacial depths of winter. In such a season, and at such an hour, the ‘Route Romanov’ was normally deserted.


But this was no normal day. On the afternoon of Saturday, 3 February 1945, the alpine twilight was pierced by the shrill glare of carbide headlamps. Two Packard limousines were grinding their way around the precipitous flank of the Roman-Kosh massif, the vanguard of a snaking column of jeeps and trucks that stretched for more than a dozen miles into the rear. Inside those two lead vehicles sat Franklin D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill – American president and British prime minister – en route to the Crimean resort city of Yalta. Here, they were to meet with their wartime ally, Joseph Stalin.


The Big Three leaders held the world’s fate in their hands in that final winter of war, masters of a rapidly advancing front line that stretched from the coast of Brittany to the shores of the Black Sea. Now, at Yalta, they were hoping to thrash out a new global order. Under a bruised February sky they were to be the architects of a whole new world, reshaping it in their collective image. Nazi Germany was to be dismembered, along with its shattered imperial capital, and the frontiers of Europe redrawn. Never before in history had the spoils of war been subject to such scrutiny, nor laced with such brooding drama.


The fighting was far from over in those early months of 1945 and the Wehrmacht was putting up stiff resistance on both the eastern and western fronts. Yet the Allies were advancing inexorably towards the Fatherland, a giant pincer movement of their million-strong armies closing in on the German capital. With their eventual victory all but assured, it was time to plan the peace.


Stalin had selected Yalta for this latest conference, having rejected all the other proposed venues because of his fear of flying. In happier times, the Crimean resort might have provided the ideal setting for a week of virtuoso diplomacy. Its backdrop of snow-sculpted mountains looked majestic when lit by the rays of a winter sun and the climate was so temperate that palm trees flourished along the Black Sea littoral. But Yalta had been devastated by war and was now a blighted ruin, gutted by the retreating Wehrmacht and despoiled of its fin-de-siècle charm. When the rain swept in from the Black Sea, it was depressingly, unremittingly bleak.


Roosevelt and Churchill had flown into the Crimea escorted by a phalanx of Spitfires and P38 fighter escorts. Churchill was first on the ground. Dressed in his military greatcoat and officer’s cap, Britain’s wartime leader was chomping on an eight-inch cigar and grinning mischievously at the white-gloved guard of honour.


It was some time before the president emerged from his plane. Paralysed by polio in his late thirties, he was confined to a wheelchair that had to be lowered from the fuselage in a specially constructed caged elevator.


Among the many onlookers at the airfield that freezing afternoon was Captain Hugh Lunghi, a young interpreter from the British Military Mission in Moscow. He was shocked by the physical condition of the president, who seemed a ‘gaunt, very thin figure with his black cape over his shoulder’. His face was ‘a sort of yellow, waxen and very drawn, very thin, and a lot of the time he was sort of sitting, sitting there with his mouth open’.1  There was a reason why the president looked so ill: he had recently been diagnosed with acute congestive heart failure, a condition for which there was no cure. Yalta was to be his epitaph, as he knew.


Grand-scale diplomacy requires a grand-scale entourage and Yalta was to outshine all of the previous wartime summits in both scale and extravagance. Touching down at Saki within minutes of the two leaders was an aerial armada of twenty-five transport planes – codename Mission No. 17 – bringing 750 accredited participants. Among them were Churchill’s most trusted confidants, including his Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, and his chief of staff, General Sir Hastings ‘Pug’ Ismay. Roosevelt’s delegation was of equal calibre, led by his Secretary of State, Edward Stettinius, and his special adviser, Harry Hopkins. Hundreds of others were following in their wake: field marshals, generals, ministers, soldiers, aides, advisers, translators, stenographers, secretaries, signallers, cooks and stewards. Roosevelt brought eighteen bodyguards, as well as his presidential outriders, nicknamed ‘the Crazy Gang’ by the British secretarial staff. Churchill’s closest entourage was more modest, consisting of his physician, Lord Charles Moran, his valet, Frank Sawyers, and his adoring daughter, Sarah.


British military victuallers were so alarmed by reports of the primitive conditions in Yalta that they decided to transport everything necessary for the eight-day conference: dinner plates, tablecloths, paper napkins, wine glasses, tumblers, pepper-pots and thirteen sugar bowls. Aware that the wheels of diplomacy require frequent lubrication, they also shipped an ocean of alcohol, including a thousand bottles of whisky and gin. Churchill recommended whisky as a salve for everything: ‘Good for typhus,’ he said, ‘and deadly on lice.’2 


Everything had to be transported overland from Saki airfield to Yalta, a six-hour drive over mountainous terrain. At the head of this cortège were the two leaders travelling in their separate limousines; they were followed by the convoy of trucks and jeeps. Security was paramount. Stalin had ordered the route to be lined with the troops of two Soviet divisions, all armed with American Lend-Lease Springfield rifles. Each soldier stood in sight of the next one, along the entire eighty-mile route.


It was an extraordinary sight, or so it seemed to Roosevelt’s interpreter, Charles Bohlen. ‘As the presidential car passed,’ he noted, ‘the soldiers, many of them girls, snapped to the Russian salute – an abrupt move of the arm to put the rifle at a 30-degree angle from the body. Repeated thousands of times, the salute was most impressive.’3  Churchill was rather less enamoured with the drive, for the route was unpaved and there were potholes so deep that they juddered the spine. ‘Christ,’ he said to his daughter after an hour on the road, ‘five more of this.’4 


The British delegation was to be housed in Villa Vorontsov, former residence of Prince Mikhail Vorontsov, some five miles outside Yalta. It was an architectural oddity, part Scottish baronial castle, part Moorish fantasy palace, which met with Churchill’s approval. Indeed he was so taken with the sculpted imperial lions standing guard over the entrance portico that he tried (unsuccessfully) to purchase them. Sir Alexander Cadogan, Permanent Undersecretary of State, was less impressed. ‘A big house of indescribable ugliness,’ he said, with furnishings that had ‘an almost terrifying hideosity’.5 


The villa had been a ruin until just a few days earlier, stripped of its furniture, light-fittings and door handles by the departing Wehrmacht. More than a thousand Soviet workmen had been requisitioned to repair the place, and 1,500 wagons of furniture had been transported from Moscow’s grandest hotels, the Metropol, Splendide and National. While Churchill and his closest advisers were housed in comfort, conditions remained primitive for everyone else, with mattresses so infested with bed bugs that they had to be fumigated with DDT. Sanitation was minimal. ‘If you were a spectator along the bedroom corridors here at about 7.30 in the morning,’ wrote Sarah Churchill in a letter to her mother, ‘you would see three field marshals queuing for a bucket.’6 


The American delegation was housed closer to the centre of Yalta in the Livadia Palace, an Italianate mansion constructed by Tsar Nicholas II at ruinous expense just six years before his abdication. In happier times, the tsar’s eldest daughter, Grand Duchess Olga, had danced quadrilles in the White Ballroom on the occasion of her sixteenth birthday, her necklace sparkling with thirty-two diamonds and pearls.


Now, the palace was playing host to a very different gathering. President Roosevelt was assigned the tsar’s private suite, a yellow satin-panelled bedroom with a huge wooden bed inlaid with mythical beasts; the adjacent billiard room was his private dining room and the imperial audience chamber his study. He was delighted, declaring that he had ‘all the comforts of home’.7 


As Roosevelt and Churchill were settling in to their lodgings, Stalin was busy preparing for the first day of the conference at his headquarters in the Koreiz Villa. This had once been the summer home of Prince Felix Yusupov, orchestrator of Rasputin’s murder, and came equipped with a newly built bomb shelter whose roof was reinforced with three metres of concrete and sand. Stalin was terrified of assassination and had to be reassured that not even an eighty-pound bomb could pierce the shelter.


The conference schedule had been structured so as to make the best use of the available time. There was a great deal to be decided. ‘The immense task’, said Churchill, ‘of the organisation of the world.’8  The Big Three themselves would thrash out the broad sweep of their collective vision in daily plenary sessions; these were to be held each afternoon in the Livadia Palace. The foreign ministers and their aides would then search for solutions to the many areas of dispute.


Each of the three leaders brought his own demands. Stalin’s most pressing goal was to retain his vast territorial gains in Poland and install a pro-Soviet government in the country. This was to cause much wrangling over the days that followed and dominated the agenda for seven of the eight plenary sessions. The Soviet leader held the upper hand, for his troops had already overrun Eastern and Central Europe, and much of Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary was under Red Army control.


President Roosevelt had two principal aims: to persuade the Soviet Union to join the war against Japan, which was proving so costly in American lives, and to cajole Stalin into accepting his proposals for a new organisation, the United Nations. He believed that such a body was the only means of avoiding future global conflict.


Churchill’s overriding goal was to preserve the integrity and status of both Great Britain and her empire, which still ruled over a quarter of the world’s population. He also had strong views on Poland, on whose behalf Britain had first declared war on Nazi Germany. Above all else, he was determined to prevent post-war Europe from being dominated by the Soviet Union.


Stalin played the host to perfection, allowing his guests to settle into their lodgings before paying them a courtesy call the following afternoon, Sunday, 4 February. It was exactly 3 p.m. when his armour-plated Packard swept to a halt outside the Villa Vorontsov, the vehicle’s three-inch-thick glass windows distorting the seated figure inside. Stalin was dressed in a high-collared khaki tunic with a marshal’s gold star embroidered on the shoulder straps.


This was the fourth time that Stalin and Churchill had met and they greeted each other with what appeared to be genuine warmth. ‘Both seemed glad to meet again,’ thought Arthur Birse, Churchill’s interpreter, ‘and they talked like old friends.’9  Yet behind the scenes, the chicanery had already begun. Prior to the arrival of both the president and prime minister, listening devices and directional microphones had been concealed in the principal rooms of both the Villa Vorontsov and the Livadia Palace. Members of the British Military Mission in Moscow – all too familiar with eavesdropping – recommended discussing sensitive issues in the bathrooms, with the taps gushing water to drown out their conversations.


Stalin appeared in fine humour, yet behind the smiling facade was an ingrained distrust of both Churchill and Roosevelt. Just a few months earlier, he had described the prime minister as ‘the kind of man who will pick your pocket of a kopeck if you don’t watch him!’ As for the American president, he said that Roosevelt ‘dips his hand only for bigger coins’.10  It was an apt metaphor coming from one who had robbed a bank in his twenties. When Stalin stole, he did so on a grand scale.


The Soviet leader went from the Villa Vorontsov to the Livadia Palace in order to greet the American president, who had dressed for the occasion in a pale suit and flowered tie. ‘Smiling broadly, the President grasped Stalin by the hand and shook it warmly.’ So wrote Charles Bohlen, who was watching the body language of the Soviet leader closely: ‘His face cracked in one of his rare, if slight, smiles … [He] expressed pleasure at seeing the President again.’11 


Roosevelt led Stalin into his red-velvet-lined study and made a jugful of dry martini, a ritual he often performed at the White House. As he passed a cocktail to Stalin, ‘he said apologetically that a good martini should really have a twist of lemon’.12  Stalin said nothing, but the next day a huge lemon tree was flown in from Georgia, its branches laden with two hundred ripe lemons.


Roosevelt made conversational small talk about their last meeting at Tehran, recalling Stalin’s jest about how he wanted to execute fifty thousand German officers at the end of the war. It was a remark that had disgusted Churchill. Now, the president sided with the marshal, expressing his hope that Stalin would make the same grim toast at this conference. According to Bohlen, it was by no means an innocent remark. It was Roosevelt’s subtle way of ‘showing Stalin that the United States was not joining Britain in any united negotiating position’. For good measure, Roosevelt criticised the British for being ‘a peculiar people [who] wished to have their cake and eat it too’.13 


The first plenary session of the Yalta Conference took place later that afternoon, with the delegates gathering at 5 p.m. in the imperial ballroom of the Livadia Palace. The Big Three sat at their assigned places around a large round table covered in a cream damask cloth, with their foreign secretaries seated to their right and their interpreters and closest advisers clustered around them. A fire crackled in the huge conical hearth and the bright winter sun tipped through the six arched windows. Stalin invited Roosevelt, as the only head of state, to act as chairman. (The respective heads of state of the Soviet Union and Great Britain were Mikhail Kalinin and King George VI.)


America’s ambassador to the Soviet Union, Averell Harriman, sensed a peculiar dynamic between the two men. ‘I think Stalin was afraid of Roosevelt,’ he said. ‘Whenever Roosevelt spoke, he sort of watched him with a certain awe. He was afraid of Roosevelt’s influence in the world.’14  Harriman noted that Stalin never displayed the same sense of awe when talking to Churchill.


President Roosevelt graciously accepted Stalin’s offer to chair the conference, telling the assembled group that they would ‘cover the map of the world’ over the days that followed. But they were to begin with a briefing on the current military situation, inviting the most senior military figures to give a presentation on the ongoing advance into Germany.


The Soviet army’s advance was remarkable. Since launching its assault towards Germany’s eastern frontier on 12 January, it had pushed forward some three hundred miles and taken a hundred thousand prisoners. It also had a new jewel in its crown, a bridgehead over the River Oder near Küstrin, on the Polish-German frontier. It was a moment of great strategic significance. Berlin, the glittering prize, lay just sixty miles to the west.


General George Marshall spoke for the western Allies, briefing on the destruction caused by American and British bombers and giving an upbeat assessment of the ongoing offensive. But the fact remained that the Americans and British were still west of the Rhine and more than 350 miles from Berlin.


Once the general had finished, Churchill raised the question of the following day’s agenda, proposing that it should be devoted to ‘the future of Germany, if she had any’.15  Both Roosevelt and Stalin agreed to this.


Much of the post-war planning for Germany had already been done. The three leaders had discussed various possibilities at their previous meeting in Tehran, in November 1943. They had agreed that Germany should be divided into three zones of occupation, one for each of the victorious Allies, with the capital likewise divided into three sectors. The detail was to be fine-tuned by a secret London-based body known as the European Advisory Commission and led by a trio of diplomats, one American, one British, one Russian.


These diplomats had swiftly agreed on generalities, with the Soviet Union getting the east of the country, and Britain and America getting the west. They had also agreed that Berlin should be split on an east–west axis, with the Soviets controlling the capital’s eastern districts and their British and American partners getting those in the west. But there remained many small-scale battles to be fought and won. To aid them in plotting the exact dividing lines, the Geographical Section of the General Staff equipped them with a gigantic street map of Berlin.16  It was on such a grand scale – 1:25,000 – that it came in four sheets, each measuring six feet by three.


The Soviet representative pushed his territorial claims as far as Mitte, the central district of the city, forcing a generous bulge into the boundary of the Soviet sector. This gave the Russians the historical core of Berlin, along with the city hall, parliament and other machinery of government. The Americans and British voiced no objection to this, for their western share also came with potential assets. The Americans gained the huge Tempelhof airfield, along with the residential suburbs of Zehlendorf, while the British secured the north-west quarter of the city, including Spandau and Charlottenburg. They also got the Grunewald, with its woodland, pretty boating lakes and fine Wilhelmine villas.


But there was one glaring problem with their agreed dividing lines. The frontier of Soviet-occupied Germany lay 110 miles west of the capital, meaning that Berlin’s western sectors would be surrounded by territory controlled by the Red Army. This would not be a problem so long as the British and Americans remained on good terms with their Soviet partners. But if relations were to falter or break down completely, the western sectors of Berlin would be completely cut off.


The diplomats had also planned how Berlin was to be run. It was to have a three-power governing body, the Kommandatura, headed by three soon-to-be-appointed commandants, one American, one British, one Russian. With this decision they had created posts for three old-style regents with the power of Roman pro-consuls and the authority of oriental satraps. These commandants would hold the lives of three million inhabitants in their hands. They would also shoulder the responsibility for preserving friendly relations between the three occupying powers.


On the second day of the Yalta Conference, Monday, 5 February, the leaders turned their attentions to the fate of Germany and its capital. Stalin wanted the country rendered ‘impotent ever again to plunge the world into war’17  and demanded the country’s dismemberment, but Churchill stalled for time. ‘The actual method of tracing lines is much too complicated a matter to settle here in five or six days,’ he said. ‘We are dealing with the fate of eighty million people and that requires more than eighty minutes to consider.’18 


President Roosevelt reminded his two comrades of the work of the European Advisory Commission, pointing out that the London-based diplomats had already agreed upon the zones and sectors of occupation, but that these had yet to be approved by the three respective governments. Churchill raised the issue of whether or not France should be granted an occupation zone, given that ‘their participation was essential to keeping the peace after the war was won’.19  Stalin dismissed this suggestion. ‘We cannot forget that in this war, France opened the gates to the enemy.’20  Yet he eventually accepted that the French government should be included in the division of the spoils, so long as its slice was carved from the British and American sectors.


At this point, the conversation took an unexpected turn. Stalin asked Roosevelt how long American troops would remain in Europe after the end of the war. The president was swift in his response: ‘Two years would be the limit.’21  This came as an unwelcome shock to Churchill. He had been counting on America’s military presence for the security of post-war Europe. If US forces were indeed demobbed, as Roosevelt had just said they would be, it would leave the Red Army the only great military force on the continent.


Each of the three leaders brought his own negotiating style to Yalta and these were the subject of much comment by the multifarious note-takers attending each day’s deliberations. Britain’s Permanent Undersecretary of State, Sir Alexander Cadogan, had no doubts as to who was the conference winner. ‘Uncle Joe is much the most impressive of the three men,’ he said. ‘He is very quiet and restrained.’ He was also a good listener. ‘The President flapped about and the P.M. boomed, but Joe just sat taking it all in and being rather amused. When he did chip in, he never used a superfluous word and spoke very much to the point.’22 


Cadogan’s opinion of Stalin was shared by Anthony Eden, who said that Stalin was ‘the toughest proposition of all’, playing the conference room with impressive skill. ‘Of course the man was ruthless and of course he knew his purpose. He never wasted a word. He never stormed, he was seldom even irritated. Hooded, calm, never raising his voice, he avoided the repeated negatives of Molotov … By more subtle methods he got what he wanted without having seemed so obdurate.’23 


Churchill, by contrast, made a poor impression and was constantly criticised by his own team for having failed to read his briefs. ‘The PM got rather off the rails,’ noted Cadogan after listening to his intervention in a discussion about the United Nations. ‘Silly old man – without a word of warning to Anthony [Eden] or me, he plunged into a long harangue about [the] World Organisation, knowing nothing whatever of what he was talking about and making complete nonsense of the whole thing.’24 


Roosevelt also tired of Churchill’s constant monologues – ‘too many speeches’,25  he said to James Byrnes – yet Roosevelt himself was not immune from making long-winded discourses. Bohlen, his interpreter, grew increasingly exasperated. ‘The President rambled on about the Germany he had known in 1886, when small, semi-autonomous states such as Darmstadt and Rothenburg thrived.’26 


Matters were not helped by the fact that Roosevelt was growing sicker by the day. By the sixth day of the conference, he had weakened to such an extent that Stalin and his closest aides held discussions with him as he lay on his sickbed. ‘He was clearly tired and drained,’ wrote one of those aides. ‘We sat with him for maybe twenty minutes, while he and Stalin exchanged polite remarks about health, the weather and the beauties of the Crimea. We left him when it seemed that Roosevelt had become detached, strangely remote, as if he could see us, yet he was gazing somewhere into the distance.’27 


It had been decided that each of the statesmen would host a banquet during the course of the conference. Roosevelt had given the first dinner at the Livadia Palace on the opening night of the conference. Stalin gave his banquet on the fifth day. It was held in the fifty-foot-long dining room of the Yusupov Palace and the tables were furnished with china and crystal from Moscow’s finest hotels. The Soviet leader was in his element, hailing the ‘good, very good’ agreement that he had struck with Roosevelt over the Soviet Union’s entry into the war against Japan. He had got exactly what he wanted: territorial gains at Japan’s expense and a Soviet foothold in north-east China. Buoyed with success, he described the American president as ‘the chief forger of the instruments which had led to the mobilisation of the world against Hitler’. He also proposed a toast to Churchill, hailing him as ‘the bravest governmental figure in the world’.28  And then came a toast to the comradeship that had enabled the three leaders to work together as unlikely partners.


‘I want to drink to our alliance,’ he said, ‘that it should not lose its character of intimacy, of its free expression of views. In the history of diplomacy I know of no such close alliance of three Great Powers as this, when allies had the opportunity of so frankly expressing their views.’ But he warned that such unity of purpose would be more difficult in peacetime. Their duty was to ensure that post-war relations would be ‘as strong as they had been in wartime’.29 


Churchill responded in gushing language. ‘It is no exaggeration or compliment of a florid kind’, he said, ‘when I say that we regard Marshal Stalin’s life as most precious to the hopes and hearts of us all. There have been many conquerors in history, but few of them have been statesmen, and most of them threw away the fruits of victory in the troubles which followed their wars.’30 


Sir Alexander Cadogan felt that Churchill’s exuberant tone was due to the prodigious quantity of alcohol he had consumed – ‘buckets of Caucasian champagne’, he said, ‘which would undermine the health of any ordinary man’.31 


By the seventh day of the conference, the three leaders had raced through the agenda and resolved many of the issues. The future of Poland, the UN, and the war with Japan had all been decided upon, and they had also agreed to sign the protocol on the splitting of Germany and Berlin.


That night was the occasion of Churchill’s banquet, which he intended to be a night to remember. Six days of lavish feasting had taken its toll on everyone, but there was to be no respite. The first course of dinner included caviar, sturgeon, salmon and suckling pig with horseradish sauce. This was followed by vols-au-vent stuffed with game, two soups, fish in champagne sauce, mutton shashlik, pilau rice and wild goat. The third course included roast turkey, partridge and quail, and was followed by a dessert of ice cream, fresh fruit and petits fours. There was alcohol in abundance. A special shipment (codename Yalta Voyage 208) had been delivered. It included a consignment of 1928 Veuve Clicquot champagne, along with several hundred bottles of Rhineland wine, and the British ambassador in Moscow had also sent a case of exquisite 1928 Chateau Margaux.


When Churchill delivered his toast to the Soviet leader, he was as gracious as ever. ‘There was a time when the Marshal [Stalin] was not so kindly towards us,’ he said, ‘and I remember that I said a few rude things about him, but our common dangers and common loyalties have wiped that out. The fire of war has burnt up the misunderstandings of the past. We feel we have a friend whom we can trust, and I hope he will continue to feel the same about us.’32  


As it grew late the guests began to leave. ‘They broke it up at about 12.30,’ said Jo Sturdee, one of Churchill’s secretaries, ‘and as the Marshal was leaving, the dear old PM led us in three cheers.’33  It was a rousing end to a highly successful evening.


There remained one final session at which the three leaders discussed their conference communiqué to the press and the wider world. It set out much of what had been agreed upon, with Germany’s future spelled out in brutal terms: unconditional surrender, trial of war criminals, disarmament, reparations and the establishment of zones of occupation. The three leaders agreed that the communiqué should be broadcast simultaneously in their three capitals on the following day, 12 February.


As the conference wound to a close, there was a valedictory luncheon at which everyone was in high spirits. Roosevelt seemed particularly upbeat; his parting words to Stalin were, ‘We will meet again soon, in Berlin!’34 


Churchill was similarly jubilant, convinced that the three of them had avoided the potential catastrophe of a fall-out between east and west. ‘Sombre indeed would be the fortunes of mankind if some awful schism arose between the Western democracies and the Russian Soviet Union.’35 


Those in the American delegation were even more optimistic, with Roosevelt’s special adviser, Harry Hopkins, feeling as if they had saved the world. ‘We really believed in our hearts that this was the dawn of the new day we had all been praying for and talking about for so many years. We were absolutely certain that we had won the first great victory of the peace – and, by “we”, I mean all of us, the whole civilized human race.’36 










PART I



Uneasy Allies
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The Road to Berlin


COLONEL FRANK ‘HOWLIN’ Mad’ Howley was a living legend to the men serving under him, a blunt-spoken Yankee with a dangerous smile and a disarmingly sharp brain. He commanded an outfit named A1A1, splendid shorthand for a group led by such a high-spirited adventurer. The task of this unit was to sweep into newly liberated territories and impose order on chaos, repairing shattered infrastructure and feeding starving civilians.


Colonel Howley had won his spurs in the chaotic aftermath of the D-Day landings in June 1944. Appointed to run the wrecked port of Cherbourg, he swung into town like a benevolent dictator, abolishing the kangaroo courts that were dealing out rough justice to collaborators, and ruling over his new fiefdom with a rod of iron. His second big job had been to organise the feeding of five million hungry Parisians after the city’s liberation in August 1944. He knew how to get things done: no bureaucracy, no red tape, no rules – unless they were his own. His success earned him plaudits from far and wide, as well as the Legion of Merit, the Croix de Guerre and the Légion d’Honneur. Howley may have played the cowboy, but he cared deeply about people’s welfare.


His team was still running food supplies into the French capital in the autumn of 1944 when he was paid a visit by the American commander, Brigadier General Julius Holmes, at his offices at 7 place Vendôme. Their conversation was perfunctory but purposeful.


‘Frank,’ asked Holmes, ‘how would you like to go to Berlin?’


‘Fine,’ shrugged Howley. ‘The job is done here and I’d like to stay on the main line east. Berlin sounds good to me.’1  This brief exchange was all it took for him to land one of the biggest jobs in the post-war world.


He certainly had the required levels of dynamism. He was a curious mixture of firebrand and intellectual, a man always on the alert like ‘a very large, trim eagle, ready to swoop if necessary’.2  In the years before the war, he had excelled as an all-American footballer (he was known as Golden Toe). His sporting prowess had come to an untimely end when he crashed his motorbike at reckless speed and broke his back and pelvis. He was fortunate to make a full recovery.


Sportsmen do not always make intellectuals, but Howley was invariably the exception to the rule. He taught himself five languages, studied Fine Art at the Sorbonne and went on to establish a successful advertising company in the midst of the Great Depression. ‘He has the knack of being able to do anything he tries, a bit better than anyone else,’ said one of his classmates at New York University.3 


Now, he was to lead the American contingent of the joint British-American Military Government for Berlin, whose task was to run the western sectors of the divided German capital. He would also serve on the three-power Kommandatura, which was to deal with issues that concerned the city as a whole. As such, he would frequently be dealing with his Soviet partners.


Howley swiftly recruited his team: his chief aide, Lieutenant Colonel John Maginnis, had been the first of his A1A1 recruits to land in Normandy, while his principal marksman (hired as a precaution) was Captain Charles Leonetti, a former FBI sharpshooter with a formidable track record. Within weeks, Howley had employed scores of experts and specialists with the necessary skills to run a city that was in ruins.


His Berlin team was not a combat unit, nor was it intended to fight its way into the city: it would be supported by the British and American armies. But Howley was expecting trouble en route and instructed everyone to use their own system of shoot-to-kill. He also insisted that the men should be at peak physical fitness. To this end, he established a gruelling muscle-training programme.


‘I had three or four judo experts, and every officer and enlisted man learned all the dirty tricks of close-in fighting.’ The older members were spared ‘the rough tumbling acts’,4  but even they had to learn how to protect themselves in hand-to-hand combat.


To his great delight, Howley ‘picked up’ a young French linguist, Helen-Antoinette Woods (she had married an Englishman), who was both sharp and talented. ‘I had some misgivings about bringing a girl along,’ he confessed, ‘but decided if she was willing to take the chance, I couldn’t be so ungallant as to refuse a lady.’ Besides, it made him feel good. ‘My prestige was upped by having this chic, capable French girl in my office.’5 


Woods herself was desperate to go to Berlin. ‘There were all kinds of complications, of course, because Allied women were not allowed to go into Germany.’6  Howley brushed these complications aside. He gave her a steel helmet, a pistol and a bodyguard and told her she would be the first Allied woman to enter Berlin.


Howley knew that carving up one of the great European capitals into three separate sectors would prove a logistical nightmare, for the city’s gas, water, sewage and electricity networks did not respect the sector boundaries. If supplies were to be restored, it would require the British and Americans to work closely with their Soviet allies. Food was an even greater problem. Berlin was dependent for fresh meat and vegetables on the rich farmland in Brandenburg and Pomerania, provinces that lay to the east of the city. These were already in the hands of the Red Army, meaning that the western Allies would be dependent on Stalin’s continual goodwill if they were to feed the population.


Howley’s greatest concern was the fact that Berlin lay 110 miles inside the Soviet-occupied zone of Germany, turning it into an island surrounded by a sea of red. The only land route into the city was by road or rail, passing through territory controlled by the Red Army. Frank Howley thought it so vital for his team to reach the city in advance of the Soviets that he proposed a mass parachute drop into Berlin, just as the Americans and British had done in Normandy, with his A1A1 adventurers landing alongside the First Airborne Division. But it was such a bold proposition, and so fraught with risk, that Allied commanders dismissed it as unworkable.


The British contingent of Berlin’s Military Government was led by Brigadier Robert ‘Looney’ Hinde, a precision-dressed cavalry officer whose outlook and deportment had been shaped by his years in British India. Hinde had learned Urdu and Pashtu in Kashmir, fought border skirmishes on the North West Frontier and played polo with his fellow cavalry officers in Rawalpindi, whacking the ball with such chutzpah that he was selected to represent Great Britain in the 1936 Berlin Olympics.


His sporting rivalry against the Germans had taken a more serious turn with the outbreak of war. Posted to North Africa with the 15th/19th King’s Hussars, he found himself playing a deadly game of cat and mouse with Rommel’s Afrika Korps. Always in the vanguard, he led his scout car on crazed dashes through enemy lines, churning clouds of hot sand into the desert skies. ‘Don’t shoot,’ he would signal back to his men. ‘It’s me!’7 


Hinde was offered the Berlin appointment in the aftermath of the battle for Normandy in the belief that he had all the necessary qualities: ‘Dash, decisiveness, wisdom, supreme courage and deep responsibility.’8  He also had a deliciously whimsical streak that had earned him his nickname, Looney, along with an insatiable passion for butterflies. ‘Anyone got a matchbox?’ he asked during a battlefield briefing in Normandy, having just spied a rare species of caterpillar. His stressed junior officer snapped that it was no time to be studying nature. ‘Don’t be such a bloody fool, Mike,’ said Looney. ‘You can fight a battle everyday of your life, but you might not see a caterpillar like that in fifteen years.’9 


Brigadier Hinde was initially based in Wimbledon, from where he began hiring recruits for his contingent of Military Government. Some were civilians – intelligence operatives, linguists, lawyers and engineers, with years of expertise in their field. Others were soldiers hardened by five years of war. The recruitment process itself was undertaken by young women from the Auxiliary Territorial Service.


Brigadier Hinde’s overriding priority was to forge a close working relationship with his Soviet allies. This was government policy and it was his duty to ensure it was followed to the letter. He put out feelers to his Soviet partners in the first weeks of 1945, eager to make contact in advance of their meeting in Berlin, but received no answer. He was disappointed – a reply would have been courteous – but brushed it off as an unfortunate oversight on their part.


He was determined not to prejudge the Soviets and was disquieted to hear some of his recruits talking about them in derogatory fashion. He urged them to be more open-minded. ‘I have noticed a tendency to regard Communists with suspicion almost automatically,’ he said, before informing them that the Soviets had ‘many sincere and able men among them, who have a valuable contribution to make’.


His team were to be flag-bearers for Britain’s role in the post-war world, something that concerned Hinde as much as it did Churchill: ‘The example we set is a matter of the greatest importance. The prestige of the British Empire has never been higher than it is today, and it is up to us to see that in no case are we instrumental in lowering it.’10  As he eyed up his full-blooded young recruits, he could only hope they would be able to resist the temptations that would surely be on offer in Berlin.


One of Brigadier Hinde’s first appointees was a snappy young lieutenant colonel named Harold ‘Tim’ Hays, a whirlwind of a man with gaunt features, a smart peaked cap and a devotion to work that was ‘far beyond the normal line of duty’.11  Amidst his many duties, Hays set himself the unofficial task of recording the adventures of the newly formed Berlin team, noting the highs and lows of everything that was to come. His typescript account, still unpublished after almost eighty years, is a unique chronicle of the extraordinary events that were to follow.


Hinde’s team expanded rapidly in its first few weeks and it was not long before there was a real urgency to their work, ‘prompted by the imminent collapse of the enemy’.12  This urgency increased when they received orders to move to France in the opening weeks of 1945: it was here, some forty-five miles to the south-east of Paris, that the fastidious brigadier was to meet his American deputy, ‘Howlin’ Mad’ Howley.


As soon as Colonel Howley was informed that Brigadier Hinde’s team was en route, he made it his business to find accommodation for both his own men and those of the brigadier. Howley alighted on the village of Barbizon, an hour’s drive from Paris. It was a place he knew well, for he had spent his weekends there in the late 1920s while studying at the Sorbonne. A bucolic idyll in the heart of the Fontainebleau forest, it had a scattering of guesthouses and a lot of wild boar.


Never one to vacillate, Howley drove his fleet of jeeps down from the French capital, requisitioned all the largest private houses and hotels (along with their cooks, cleaners and other domestic staff) and then ‘posted armed guards on all buildings’ in order to deter any other branch of the army from trying to oust him. ‘In wartime,’ he told his men, ‘possession is not nine-tenths of the law, it’s ten-tenths.’13 


Within hours his American team was in full command of the place, swaggering down the main street like outlaws in a Western. The Stars and Stripes fluttered from Howley’s headquarters in Grand rue and American jeeps and half-tracks were parked up in the street. By the time Brigadier Hinde’s unit arrived from Wimbledon, Howley ruled the roost. Harold Hays couldn’t help feeling they had been completely outsmarted by the Americans, especially when it came to finding accommodation. ‘It was simply a question of retaining the best for themselves and handing the remainder over to the British element.’14 


The first meeting between Hinde and Howley had all the makings of a disaster. The American colonel was aggrieved at having to answer to an old-school brigadier with the cut-glass accent of a home-counties squire. ‘Serving under anyone has always been irksome to me,’ Howley wrote in his diary. ‘Having been given a choice, I would never have served under a British officer.’ He was also infuriated at not having been promoted to a rank similar to Hinde. ‘I was only a colonel, representing the most powerful nation in the world.’15  It was a humiliation that rankled.


Brigadier Hinde was no more convinced about having an American deputy. Americans had no subtlety; no sense of finesse. They ate jam for breakfast and left their buttons unpolished. Worse still, they had no staying-power. Little wonder that it was the British, not the Americans, who had acquired an empire.


The omens were bad, but the meeting itself proved a revelation. When the two men came face to face there was an instant attraction that was to develop into a deep friendship. Hinde had a profound admiration for Howley’s bravado, while Howley was won over by the brigadier’s intense energy. The two commanders were diametrically different yet curiously alike: two impatient warriors who jointly held the fate of Berlin in their hands.


Teamwork was everything – that was Howley’s mantra. The biggest problem facing the Berlin team, as he saw it, was the snooty arrogance of Hinde’s 110 recruited officers. ‘Without exception they are members of the landed gentry and conservatives,’ he said. ‘Emotionally they find it difficult to kowtow to rich Americans lacking the gentlemanly qualities they consider important.’ Indeed they seemed to view all Americans ‘as barbarians, and had a top-heavy idea of class distinction’. Howley thought their behaviour was due to their spending too much time in India, ‘dealing with colonial inferiors’.16  


Yet the eighty Americans serving under Howley came with their own prejudices. ‘I don’ like the Britishers,’ said one G.I. to Harold Hays. ‘You fellers can’t eat, can’t drink, can’t talk and can’t walk properly. Yer just crude. Doggon it, we spend hours back home breakin’ the kids from eatin’ like you.’17 


Howley felt that such animosity was a serious problem: it was imperative that the team present a united front when dealing with its Soviet allies. If ever the situation in Berlin turned sour, it was vital that his men and those of Brigadier Hinde could work together as close comrades. He wanted people who ‘knew and liked each other, so that when we ran into difficulties on the job in Berlin, we had only the troubles to iron out [because] the personality angle was solved’. To this end, he organised bonding experiences that included wild-pig hunts, climbing expeditions and nocturnal outings to Paris. ‘A minimum of chicken-shit’, as he put it, and a maximum of fun. He even adopted two baby boars – the Smith Brothers – as mascots of the Berlin team and vowed to carry them all the way to the German capital.


His approach worked to perfection. ‘They learned to respect us,’ he said in reference to the British, ‘and we learned to respect them.’ British sangfroid, it transpired, was only skin-deep. Brigadier Hinde’s men played hard and worked hard, and this made them ‘the best fellows in the world after business hours and we soon began to have spontaneous dinner and cocktail parties’.18 


The Berlin team faced one serious handicap that could not easily be rectified: very few recruits had ever visited the city they were going to save. Brigadier Hinde had spent a few days there during the Olympic Games eight years earlier, but he had been based in Charlottenburg to the west of the city where Hitler had built the new Olympic stadium.


A version of Berlin had been served up in British and American cinemas over the last six years. Daily Pathé newsreels had made familiar the city’s monuments: the domed Reichstag, the fortified Reich Chancellery and the majestic sweep of the Unter den Linden festooned with Nazi swastikas. For many in the Allied team, the German capital stood as a symbol of darkness at the heart of Hitler’s ‘thousand-year Reich’.


One recruit, Wilfred Byford-Jones, had visited Berlin shortly before the outbreak of war and recalled watching Hitler’s storm-troopers marching down the Unter den Linden with clockwork precision, accompanied by ‘fiercely pompous Prussian music’.19  Another member of the team, George Clare, had also visited pre-war Berlin, albeit in very different circumstances. His family were Jewish refugees from Vienna and were among the very few to have been granted refuge in the Irish Free State: they had come to the German capital to collect their immigration visas.


Clare told his comrades how he had been beguiled by Berlin’s irreverent charms. Few Berliners were ardent Nazis and he felt that the capital ‘wore its brown shirt sloppily, unbuttoned and with collar open’.20  This was a historical truth: in the city elections of 1933, held two months after Hitler became chancellor, the Nazis had won little more than a third of the vote.


Clare’s knowledge of Berlin was very much the exception. For most of those en route to the German capital, whether British or American, they might have been heading to the moon.


Colonel Howley took charge of logistics for the Berlin assignment, considering himself the most qualified person. He certainly proved a master of his brief during those long weeks in Barbizon. ‘We sent to London for air-bomb-damage pictures, learned from maps and charts exactly how the sewers were laid out, how much coal was needed to pump them, where the water lay in the 1,300 deep wells throughout the city.’ His men studied the schools, hospitals and the language. ‘We even tried to locate, also from air pictures, a building where we could set up a joint headquarters with the Russians.’


The more he came to understand the city, the more he realised that the task ahead would be infinitely more challenging than Cherbourg or Paris. ‘I knew that Berlin would be a tough job,’ he said. ‘I knew what hunger was and what thousands of orphans on your hands could mean. I was familiar with the scabby look of scabies.’ He also knew ‘that Berlin was getting the real treatment and was going to be a mess’.21 


The team was getting firmly into its stride when an unexpected visitor pitched up in Barbizon. Dr Walter Dorn was a military expert from the American Psychological Warfare Division and he had just returned from the front line of the advancing American army. He brought news that caused serious alarm. The countryside to the east of Barbizon was overrun with millions of displaced people, many of whom were violent and most were without possessions or food. Rape was commonplace, murders widespread. Dr Dorn also warned that the Germans were ‘unable to appreciate that we came as conquerors and not as liberators’, adding that there would be severe problems in finding anyone suitable to take over the offices previously held by Nazis.


‘He blew a gaping hole into all our previous training,’ said Harold Hays. ‘It was the most illuminating talk that we had on the subject, shedding much light in dark places.’22  Only now did the men realise that they had a potentially life-threatening mission on their hands. They would be working in an apocalyptic war-zone in which their presence would not always be welcome. Colonel Howley’s judo and pistol training might prove useful after all.


As spring arrived in Fontainebleau forest, Hinde and Howley were brought the latest news of the Allied advance into Germany. General Patton’s Third Army was making a great thrust south-east towards Czechoslovakia, while the British and Canadians were heading for the northern cities of Bremen and Hamburg. The American First Army, under the command of General Courtney Hodges, was also making rapid progress as it advanced through the central zone of Germany towards the Renaissance town of Torgau, on the River Elbe. One of Hodges’s divisions, the 69th Infantry, had pushed so far east that it was tantalisingly close to the Russian front line. Less than five miles of no man’s land lay between them and the Red Army.


Among the soldiers in this dangerous slice of territory was a young sergeant named Alfred Aronson, whose comrades had recently fought their way into Leipzig. Aronson had been surprised by the welcome they received from the local civilians, but it soon became apparent that this was not because they were pleased to see the Americans but because they were terrified by the rapid advance of the Red Army.


‘Are the Russians coming? Are the Russians coming?’ The same question was repeated over and over. Aronson sensed that they were fearful of ‘retaliation for what the German soldiers had inflicted on the Russians – a vengeance to even up the score.’


After a few days in Leipzig, Aronson and his men advanced to the town of Trebsen on the River Mulde, some 125 miles from Berlin. Here, they awaited the order to push further east. But Aronson’s patrol commander, Lieutenant Albert Kotzebue, was keen to lead a reconnaissance mission into no man’s land. ‘We’re going to go and see if we can find some Russians,’ he joked. He was also intrigued. For three and a half years he had followed the progress of the Red Army without getting any sense of what the Russians were like. Now, he was going to find out.


That very afternoon, on Tuesday, 24 April, Lieutenant Kotzebue led his patrol into uncharted territories. They spent their first night bivouacking in the town of Zehren, then drove their jeeps down to the River Elbe. As they reached the water, Kotzebue spotted what appeared to be Russians on the other side. He fired green flares into the sky, a signal (agreed upon between the western Allies and the Russians) to identify his men as American. Before long, Russian troops began congregating on the riverbank. There was great excitement on both sides. Ten months after the landings in Normandy – and some twelve weeks since the Red Army crossed the eastern border into Germany – they were making history. ‘Through waving and whistling and hollering, we got to meet one another.’


The Russians soon got the pontoon ferry into action, hauling the American jeeps and men across the sluggish river. It was an agonising few minutes before they stepped ashore on the eastern bank. Communication was a problem. Very few of the Russians spoke English and the only Russian speaker in Lieutenant Kotzebue’s patrol was a young medic named Corporal Stephen Kowalski. The rest tried to communicate by ‘using pig Latin and waving our hands and saying Nostrovia, which was a word that everyone seemed to like’.23 


Aronson was immediately struck by the shambolic appearance of the Russian soldiers. Their uniforms were in tatters and they were using horse-drawn cavalry pieces. The more he studied them, the more he was astonished. ‘We couldn’t have imagined how they could have advanced so well against the might of the Germans with such primitive weaponry.’


One of the Russian soldiers fetched some vodka and began pouring generous glassfuls. They drank a toast to each of the three wartime leaders ‘and then we drank a toast to each other and then we drank a toast to everyone else’. The vodka performed wonders. ‘Those Russian toasts,’ said a swampy-headed Aronson, ‘it isn’t just a sip. It’s bottom’s up.’ Within a few minutes, their historic meeting had turned into a raucous party with the festivities enhanced by the appearance of female Russian soldiers.


The onset of evening was the cue for yet more vodka, along with music and dancing. ‘There were harmonicas and concertinas – the first night was a riot.’ Aronson and company exchanged buttons and patches from their uniforms before drinking yet more shots of vodka. ‘Everyone was clapping everybody on the back and very happy to see one another,’ said Aronson’s comrade, Jim Kane. ‘We were all buddies.’


When the Americans staggered into town to find somewhere to sleep they made an unwelcome discovery. They were accustomed to requisition the most luxurious houses and pass the night in the comfort of a German bed, but the Russians had trashed everything. ‘Beds, chinaware, they just threw everything out of the buildings. It looked like a disaster zone.’24  Aronson and his men had no option but to sleep on the floors of these ransacked homes. It was their first note of disquiet and made them wonder if these Red Army soldiers were nothing more than a band of gangsters.


Bleary-eyed and sore of head, Aronson and company awoke the next morning and prepared to head back to base. They later discovered that a second American patrol (led by 2nd Lieutenant William D. Robertson) had met up with the Russians some hours before they had, thereby winning the accolade of being the first officially to link the western and eastern fronts. It was two days before this news was released. The delay was to allow for a simultaneous announcement by the three Allied leaders. ‘We meet in true and victorious comradeship,’ was their message to the world.25 


Brigadier Hinde’s contingent of Military Government left Barbizon in early April and set off eastwards on the trail of the advancing army. His men were stunned by the scale of destruction. Bridges, railway junctions and canals had all been reduced to rubble by Allied airpower. In the words of Harold Hays, there were ‘sunken barges in the river, power standards leaning drunkenly, shattered rolling stock, empty shells of buildings and hundreds of tons of scrap metal lying around’.


They were instructed to halt at Namur, where they requisitioned an undamaged chateau. Everyone felt restless and frustrated. ‘So near to our German destination, yet so far,’ said Hays. ‘We began to think we should never get to Germany at all.’


But they soon received orders to continue their advance and it was a more cheerful Hays who led the team into Aachen, one-time imperial capital of Charlemagne. This was their first German city and thus a milestone of sorts. ‘We were elated and whistled jokingly the Horst Wessel,’ the Nazi party anthem. Hays’s comrade, Major Jeffrey, was so beside himself with excitement that he babbled away ‘in a mixture of French, German and Hindustani’.


Their high spirits lasted until they reached the wrecked centre of Aachen. ‘We caught our breath in chilled astonishment,’ said Hays. He had lived through the London blitz and seen entire terraces of houses destroyed by the Luftwaffe. ‘But all conceptions of the power of aerial bombardment were scattered to the winds as we threaded our way tortuously through the heaps of rubble that once represented the city of Aachen.’ Not even the shells of buildings remained standing. On one of the few walls still upright, there was graffiti daubed in white paint: ‘Hitler ist Kaputt.’


Their sense of shock intensified as they pushed deeper into Germany, passing streams of destitute refugees, ‘walking, cycling, pushing barrows and riding heavy-laden in farm carts’. A freezing rain was driving in from the east ‘and as these parties moved along the roads in their hopeless quest for shelter, one felt a surge of pity’. The Berlin team was witnessing a biblical-scale exodus, a trudging mass of humanity with nowhere to go and nothing to eat. ‘Poor sods,’ murmured one of Hinde’s recruits, before adding sardonically, ‘but they deserve everything coming to them.’


The sights witnessed by Harold Hays became little vignettes of horror in his chronicle: a demented woman dragging herself through the ruins, ‘her swollen feet bound in blood-soaked rags’; three youths ‘with the unmistakable and awful imprint of starvation and scurvy stamped on their pinched features’; an elderly German couple ‘quietly weeping while they faced the rubble of a totally demolished dwelling in Paderborn, their entire worldly possessions resting pathetically behind them in a dilapidated perambulator’. Hays had been taught to hate the Germans; now, he felt nothing but pity for them.


Hinde’s team pushed on into the Ruhr, Germany’s industrial heartland. It had only recently been seized from the Wehrmacht and the scars of warfare were everywhere visible. The old town of Essen had been particularly hard hit and Hinde’s convoy of trucks could get through only by blasting a passage with explosives. The mighty Krupps factory was damaged beyond repair, with ‘concrete floors hanging like carpets in the sun’. It looked as if a malevolent giant had gone on a rampage. ‘Girders everywhere and shattered boilers, gas containers, pipes and pumps, furnaces, locomotives, strewn about like discarded toys.’26 


It was bitterly cold by the time Hinde’s men swept into Düsseldorf, still 350 miles west of Berlin and only recently liberated by the 94th US Army Division. Their arrival coincided with that of Goronwy Rees, a young intelligence officer undertaking an inspection of liberated Germany territory. His experiences in Düsseldorf offered a first glimpse of the nightmare that would face the Berlin team once it reached the German capital.


The atrocious weather was grimly appropriate. ‘It was pouring from a leaden sky the colour of dead ashes,’ wrote Rees, ‘and in this downpour the ruined empty streets had the mournfulness and melancholy of some tragic funeral dirge, as if we had come to attend a burial ceremony.’ The place was completely deserted. ‘In this dead city there was nothing any longer to support life, neither food, nor water, nor shelter, nor heating.’


Düsseldorf had been temporarily placed under the command of a British officer who had requisitioned the only undamaged building in town. Untrained and unqualified, this anonymous lieutenant colonel possessed limitless power. ‘By one of those magical transformations which occur in war, he found himself the administrator and absolute ruler of an area containing over one million human beings who had suddenly been deprived of the means of existence.’ But he was a ruler without the means to rule. Rees said that he ‘might just as well have been dropped from the skies in the middle of tropical Africa and told to get on with the job of governing some primitive tribe living on the edge of starvation’. 27 


While Rees chatted with the lieutenant colonel, Harold Hays went in search of accommodation. There were few buildings intact and his men spent that night in the cellar of a blitzed building, with sleet tipping through the glassless windows.


As Brigadier Hinde’s men pushed their way towards Düsseldorf, Colonel Howley’s Americans had been heading for the Ninth Army headquarters at Gütersloh, an industrial city some 250 miles west of Berlin. For Howley, the division of Military Government into two separate entities was a moment of personal triumph. He had never wanted to be a deputy and now, less than four months after first meeting Hinde, he was the de facto commander of his own eighty-strong team. He attributed his success to ‘a lack of diplomacy, bluntness and directness of what I said and thought’.28 


He was particularly pleased to have acquired a magnificent Horch Roadster that befitted his new status. It was a veritable beast of a machine with huge headlamps, shimmering chrome-work and a bonnet the length of a bed. ‘The biggest and best car in Germany,’ he said.29  When driven at speed, it purred like a lion. One of his aides had found it hidden under a haystack and requisitioned it in a bold act of daylight robbery. ‘He hitched his jeep to the bumper,’ said Howley, ‘and brought the roadster back to me.’


As Howley and his men headed eastward, they grew increasingly excited by the prospect of meeting soldiers of the Red Army. ‘We had nothing but good wishes for our friends, the Russians.’30  He had met his first Russian a few weeks earlier in an encounter that had been less than propitious. He was steering his staff car towards army headquarters when a complete stranger leaped onto the vehicle’s running board. ‘More in surprise than anger, I swung a left hook to his jaw and knocked him back into the road.’ Howley assumed the man was an enemy German and was extremely surprised to hear him shouting, ‘Russky! Russky!’ It transpired that he was a newly liberated prisoner of war in want of a lift. Howley’s passenger, an English lieutenant colonel, looked on in astonishment. ‘My God, colonel,’ he said, ‘you’ve just bashed the first Russian we’ve met.’31  


Howley was welcomed at Gütersloh headquarters by Colonel Craigy, a staff officer with the Ninth Army. ‘Thank God you’re here,’ he said. ‘I’ve been trying for weeks to get SHAEF [Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force] to release you and your unit to me.’ He gave Howley some welcome news. ‘We’ve had three bridgeheads across the Elbe. There’s nothing between us and Berlin but an SS regiment in Potsdam.’ He assured Howley that the first Allied troops into Berlin would be American. ‘If we get our orders tomorrow we can be in Berlin before Saturday.’ He added with a smile, ‘Can you join us?’32 


‘We can join you and we will,’ promised Howley. He meant it. He had been among the first American troops into both Cherbourg and Paris. Now, he intended to lead the vanguard into Berlin.


But his triumphant entry into Berlin was unexpectedly thwarted. Six months earlier, General Eisenhower had insisted that Berlin was ‘the main prize’ and therefore the Allied armies’ ultimate objective. ‘We should concentrate all our energies and resources on rapid thrusts to Berlin.’ Now, in a dramatic change of policy, he dismissed Berlin as ‘nothing but a geographical location’.33  The primary task of the western Allies, he said, was the complete destruction of Hitler’s remaining forces.


Howley was furious. ‘The last great decision in history to be made on such a limited basis,’ he said, ‘ignoring political consequences.’ Impatient for action, he reiterated that he was ‘available and more than ready to go’.34  If and when he got the green light, he would make a headlong dash for Berlin.
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Flag on the Reichstag


THE HOTEL LUX on Moscow’s Gorky Street was the ultimate house of secrets, a labyrinth of deceit in which conspiracies were planned, revolutions hatched and murders plotted with chilling detachment. From the outside, the building’s wedding cake facade conveyed an air of faded imperial grandeur. It had been built at a time of tsarist splendour and no amount of drab Stalinism could diminish its bourgeois opulence. Once inside, guests were invited to enjoy the perfumed luxuries that had long since vanished from Moscow’s other hotels: fine dining, tailors’ repair shops, a private laundry and a well-equipped infirmary.


Each guest was obliged to carry a propusk or identity card complete with photo. There was good reason for the security. The Hotel Lux was a mecca for spies and revolutionary activists from across the globe. In its curtained salons, Polish brigands rubbed shoulders with Spanish Communists and Soviet propagandists.


The hotel had been a hotbed of plots since 1921, when it had hosted a congress of the Communist International. The Hungarian activist, Gyula Háy, found staying there an enthralling experience. ‘Within its walls, the cauldrons of the world revolution bubbled and seethed non-stop.’1  If you wanted to plan an insurrection or topple an elected leader, the Lux was the place to come.


In the spring of 1945, the hotel became the headquarters of Moscow’s Berlin Group, a secretive band of German-born revolutionaries supported by Stalin. They were charged with infiltrating themselves into the German capital within hours of the Red Army capturing it. Once there, they had two important roles to play, one official and one very much unofficial. The official role was benign: to root out the remnants of Nazism and lay the groundwork for a new and democratic system of government. The unofficial role was more nefarious. In the words of their group leader, Walter Ulbricht, ‘it’s got to look democratic, but we must have everything in our control.’ He intended to outwit the western Allies by seizing control of the city’s institutions, including the Berlin police. ‘The best thing will be for us to divide ourselves up and each take over a particular district in Berlin,’ he told his group at a planning session. ‘We can then meet in the evenings and each report on his district.’2  Ulbricht’s team was to be helped in its work by some of the brightest stars in the Soviet military, generals whose medal-bedecked chests were evidence enough that they were accustomed to winning.


Walter Ulbricht was the éminence grise of this little band. A Communist to his fingertips, he had impeccable revolutionary credentials. He had fled to the Soviet capital eight years earlier, when life in Hitler’s Germany grew too dangerous for comfort, and was soon smuggling anti-Nazi agents back into Berlin. In Moscow, Ulbricht became known as Comrade Cell on account of his gift for organising networks of underground agents.


Some questioned if he was the right man for a mission that would require charm and charisma. Attired in the shapeless suit of a party apparatchik, Ulbricht was chillingly deficient in both. ‘I seldom saw him laugh,’ said one in his circle, ‘and I do not remember ever having detected any signs of personal feelings.’3  Another concluded that he was ‘not a nice man … a tireless weaver of intrigues’.4  This intriguing had left him a loner: ‘from his schooldays onwards, he never had a single personal friend.’5  He had managed to acquire a wife, known as Comrade Lotte, but she was loathed by everyone at the Lux.


Ulbricht had the dogmatic asceticism of a desert monastic. He didn’t drink, didn’t socialise, didn’t eat meat or fish. His mealtime preference was for raw vegetables, a dietary regime that even his most diehard comrades found hard to stomach. According to one, ‘he never gave cocktail parties, never had affairs and even gave up smoking as [being] a drain on his revolutionary activities.’6  When he spoke, he did so in a curiously high-pitched voice, dispensing revolutionary wisdom in his sing-song Saxon dialect. His judgement was final and irrevocable. ‘He has the last word always, interrupting everybody [and] heckling speakers he dislikes.’7  He was the prototype for so many future leaders of Eastern Europe: grim, ashen-faced and entirely devoid of humour.


Those in Ulbricht’s inner circle were similarly lacking in human warmth. His policing expert was ‘entirely without humour’ while his cultural affairs commissar, Otto Winzer, was a ‘cold, acid type of Stalinist official who would remorselessly carry through every directive’.8 


In this sea of menacing greyness there shone but one bright light. Wolfgang Leonhard was an impressionable twenty-three-year-old who had been on a voyage of discovery ever since his mother pitched up in Moscow as an exile from the Nazis in 1935. Indoctrinated in the Karl Liebknecht School for anti-fascists, Leonhard was next sent to an elite college for would-be revolutionaries in Russian Bashkortostan where he studied alongside Žarko Tito, son of Yugoslavia’s future president.


His spell there might have extinguished every last spark of revolutionary idealism. Instead, Leonhard emerged as a cheerily naive optimist who believed that the end of the war would bring a radical change to Stalinism: ‘more leisurely, pleasant, tolerant, democratic and flexible’.9  He was singing from a very different hymn sheet from Walter Ulbricht.


On Friday, 27 April 1945, the Berlin group was summoned to a meeting in Ulbricht’s second-floor bedroom in the Hotel Lux. He told them they were to fly to the German capital within the next few days. ‘Everything ready?’ he asked each one in turn. ‘Everything completed?’ He next turned to the practicalities of their mission, providing details about transport and money. ‘He opened his briefcase and took out a bundle of bank notes which he distributed among us. “Here’s a thousand roubles each as pocket money”,’ Leonhard remembered him saying. This was a large sum, the equivalent of a month’s wages. ‘And now here are two thousand German Reichsmarks for each of you for your first expenses in Germany.’


Two days after this meeting, the group was invited for farewell drinks in the suite of rooms occupied by Wilhelm Pieck, chairman of the German Communist Party in exile. He filled each of their glasses with vodka before giving the toast. ‘Comrades!’ he roared, ‘To our future work in Germany!’


And that was it. Their years in Moscow were almost at an end. On the following day at 6 a.m. sharp they were to meet at the side entrance of the hotel, where a bus would pick them up and take them to the airport. ‘I was still dizzy with excitement when I got back to my room,’ wrote Leonhard. ‘For a long time I could not sleep.’10 


He had good reason to be excited, for that very day the first Red Army tanks had pushed their way into the centre of Berlin, reaching Potsdamerplatz. They were now less than a thousand yards from the Brandenburg Gate.


Soviet forces had advanced with lightning speed since launching their offensive in the third week of April. Two huge army groups were converging on the city from the south and east, while a third was wheeling in from the north. On Friday, 20 April, Hitler’s fifty-sixth birthday, Marshal Georgy Zhukov’s one-and-a-half-million-strong army had begun shelling the city centre from their positions in the northern suburbs, while Marshal Ivan Konev’s forces were approaching the city’s southern outskirts. The Red Army had soon encircled the German forces that remained in the city, trapping the beleaguered defenders.


On 29 April, Hitler married Eva Braun inside his fortified bunker, with Goebbels and Bormann acting as witnesses. The Führer’s hand was shaking so badly when he signed the register that his signature was illegible. Elsewhere in the bunker the febrile atmosphere was fuelled by alcohol, sex and blind panic. Hitler’s secretary, Traudl Junge, was deeply shocked when she ventured upstairs. ‘An erotic fever seemed to have taken possession of everybody,’ she said. ‘The women had discarded all modesty and were freely exposing their private parts.’ She knew – as did Hitler – that the curtain was about to fall.


A menacing drumroll heralded the Red Army’s arrival in the southern outskirts of Berlin. In prosperous Potsdam, a forty-minute drive from the city centre, Paul Hoecke and his wife Valerie were desperately anxious about their three children: seven-year-old Hermann, Olga, four, and Irina who was just two. Whenever young Hermann looked out of his bedroom window he could see a blaze of artillery barrages lighting up the night sky. ‘The flashes became so frequent that they merged into a continuous glare across the horizon, like a lightning storm that went on and on.’


The Hoecke family had particular reason to fear the arrival of the Soviet army. Valerie was herself Russian, one of millions who had fled their homeland in the aftermath of the Bolshevik revolution. Her German husband, Paul, had converted to Russian Orthodoxy and was now a priest serving Berlin’s community of exiles. In Nazi Germany, these exiles had been given refuge because of their vehemently anti-Communist credentials. Now, those credentials placed them at grave risk.


Just a few months before, the Hoeckes had moved out of Berlin and into a new home in the Russische Kolonie, a Russian-style suburb of Potsdam. It was safer than Berlin, but they felt increasingly exposed as the war rolled ever closer. By that third week of April the night sky to the north-east ‘had a dull pulsating glow to it, proof that the battle was already raging over there’. Alarmingly, the southern sky was also aflame. This could mean only one thing: ‘We were already surrounded.’


On Wednesday, 25 April 1945, as General Konev’s forces approached Potsdam, the Hoecke parents sought a safer place of refuge. Close to their home was the Schloss Cecilienhof, home to Germany’s former ruling family, the Hohenzollerns. Paul Hoecke knew the secretary of Princess Kira Kirillovna (the Russian wife of Prince Louis von Hohenzollern) who offered them shelter in the vaulted wine cellar.
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‘Brilliantly recapturing the febrile atmosphere of Berlin in the first four years after
the Second World War, Giles Milton reminds us what an excellent storyteller he is,
and how often and easily the Cold War could have grown red hot’
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