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ONE


Sacked again

You’re a reporter. Just stick to the facts.

All that can happen to you is attempted murder, grievous bodily harm, calls for your resignation – and years of fun, intriguing adventure and unexpected delight.

A reporter is an observer, a bystander, a witness. That’s the theory. In reality, you are a privileged gnat alighting on the faces of history, part of events great and small. You discover secrets, smell the atmosphere, feel the vibrations of emotion. And every so often, someone tries to swat you.

I found these things out the obvious way – through ignorance and mistakes – for I never expected to be a reporter. As a child, a student, and then a BBC local radio producer, the world of News had never beckoned, and not for a trice had I harboured thoughts of a career in journalism. Nor had I ever desired fame. Fame in my upbringing was equated with Vanity. Also, famous people from my north-eastern home town of Sunderland appeared to be very few (the Venerable Bede – it’s a short list) and very dead.

However, through an odd succession of opportunity, lucky breaks and downright curiosity, I’ve had over three decades of extraordinary good fortune – punctuated with frequent demands that I be sacked, or at least removed to the BBC Special Projects Department, a black hole into which awkward employees are thrown, never to be seen again.

My survival owes much to the pulsating chameleon which is the Corporation. It is a peculiar institution – but not the dinosaur so often depicted. It’s an eccentric creature, constantly changing, but never managing to get its camouflage quite right in order to blend in with its surroundings. Instead it highlights and reflects all manner of goings-on in society, frequently turns the wrong colour when browsing among politicians, and generates a fearsome amount of noise from its intestines, otherwise known as BBC Gossip.

Hitherto, it has kept to its path of public service broadcasting and acted as an extraordinarily benign host to those who work for it. It still has impressive impact worldwide, and generates affection and no little respect. Nevertheless, a chameleon is an embarrassing sight in a world where business management is preferred to adventure, and where character and creativity and cussedness are less welcome than convention and the bland pleasing of the customer.

On the numerous occasions when I’ve been hauled over the BBC carpet (green, frayed and wine-stained until the consultants arrived with tasteful grey), there was always the feeling that, whatever your sins, the BBC would vigorously fend off the critics – while pasting you to the floor. Only failing to possess a current TV licence or having sex during transmission of an Act of Worship would see you fed to the lions and dismissed. Not to mention committing a Royal to the hereafter before they’d officially dropped off the perch. Anything else – being drunk on air, crashing £45,000 worth of BBC armoured land rover, flying to the wrong country, embarrassing the government, enraging cabinet ministers, falling asleep while live on air to the Today programme – was treated as an internal matter, to be dealt with rigorously, while simultaneously mounting a stout public defence of the reasons for your behaviour. I should know; I’ve done all of these things.

As a reporter, you are only as bold as the management behind you. To deliver certain stories you need the backing of experienced editors and managers, confident in their principles and loyal to their staff. If that confidence and loyalty begin to diminish, then reporters become less able to ask hard questions and probe more deeply into sensitive subjects. And obtaining the facts becomes more difficult.

The BBC I joined was a brilliant cultural circus presided over by a tiny but wily civil service-type management. The combination was pragmatic: creative geniuses were tolerated as long as they didn’t go outside and frighten the horses. I worked on a radio station where the estranged wife of an adulterous producer attempted very determinedly to brain him with a cast-iron frying-pan until four members of staff intervened. The BBC memo about this incident merely enquired whether this had happened on BBC premises. When assured that this was so, the BBC sighed with relief and promoted him.

During a party to celebrate six months of desperate struggle for survival on a local radio station, my colleagues got totally pickled, kindly remembering to send an endless supply of gin and tonic to the unfortunate creature in the studio upstairs in charge of the evening’s broadcasting. Needless to say, I was legless when I had to tackle a long list of announcements on air, including the ‘What’s On’ list of bring and buy sales, the appeals for Missing Cats, the local fatstock market prices – full of mysterious references to gilts, gimmers and fat sheep – and the weather forecast. The subsequent inquest with the station manager contained the following exchange:

‘Could you explain the phrase: “stuff the gilts”?’

‘Er . . . possibly.’

‘What about: “Who’s a nice fat sheep then?”’

Having established that I was the guilty party, the station manager seemed unsure what to say. For a moment he muttered about the importance of agricultural prices to our farming listeners. Then he suddenly said:

‘Did you read the weather forecast as well?’

The red light went on in my newly fledged broadcaster’s brain. The BBC might tut-tut over mucking about with the price of sheep and pigs, but the weather forecast? A sacred cow, interference with which was likely to be a sackable offence.

‘No, I didn’t read it,’ I said truthfully, and received a short lecture on alcohol and broadcasting.

Of course I didn’t read it. Apparently, I sang it.

None of this happened in a Golden Age. As a junior underling in local radio, I was frequently harangued by venerable old hands who spoke in disgusted tones about ‘the decline in standards’, adding, ‘Reith would never have stood for it, you know.’ For years I was under the impression that Lord Reith, the Corporation’s puritanical and high-minded founding father, had just recently left the building. It came as something of a shock to discover that he’d departed before the Second World War began. Even so, changes never occurred in the institution without a great deal of shouting, intrigue and theatrical scenes, with the staff eventually learning their fate via the newspapers.

Pop music, women reading the news, phone-in programmes – all were hot topics for radio when I joined in the late sixties, and all were thought to herald the end of broadcasting civilisation as we knew it. Added to this was the prospect of transmitting programmes after midnight (sinful), playing jingles (vulgar) and using new portable tape-recorders which didn’t weigh half a ton (death of engineering standards). As I began my first local radio training course in London, the BBC was seething with resentment and anxiety.

Even so, some habits remained rock-solid. Issues which raised ethical dilemmas were picked over by meticulous-minded heads of department. Production values were subjected to academic scrutiny. Journalism was conducted according to rules which were prissy by Fleet Street standards, but which aimed for accuracy and significance. Above all, the audience was considered to be grown up and deserving of the best – and what was good for them. There was no doubting the BBC’s conviction that it delivered what it thought people ought to have, rather than what they might want.

(This is not to say that as an organisation it was illiberal. True, there were rules about ‘relationships’, stipulating that couples were not meant to work for the same department; however, it quickly dawned that this was on the grounds of public decency, as microphones had been known to be left on while passionate staff utilised cosy, dim-lit studios. Added to this, the entire Drama Department appeared to be gay; its members, propositioning everyone in the lifts, sent us horrified radio station trainees scuttling out in provincial indignation.)

The principles of broadcasting, a distillation of over forty years’ experience, were dinned into us with an assurance that verged on arrogance at times. Intellect, history and culture were pre-eminent, whether your ambition was to produce variety shows or football outside broadcasts. The audience was to be respected, but not patronised. And in news, facts came first, with opinion, speculation and personal emotion considered improper and distracting.

Of course, the BBC has changed – and it has needed to. The chameleon has to adapt, otherwise it doesn’t deserve to survive. Taste and popular culture, fashion and style, public opinion and social attitudes are permanently on the move. However, in the last ten years of the twentieth century the Corporation not only saw an alteration to its outer skin, reflecting a fast-moving society, but also changed inwardly, losing many of the old certainties based on experience, and replacing them with a theory of management that owed much to business practice and an increasing sense of insecurity. The audience ceased to be respected and came to be seen as a consumer whose desires were to be catered for, and audience figures achieved a daily influence on production decisions.

As a reporter, my involvement in such matters was minimal. However, at the start of the nineties I found myself at a very glamorous free lunch at the Edinburgh television festival, sitting between two smart young men who held their discussion across me as if I were an irritating empty chair. I was curious about their conversation, which was full of yelps of enthusiasm about money. They were discussing Product, and passing figures and phone numbers to each other. I pronged my fork into one of the paws opening a filofax on my plate.

‘I can’t help overhearing your conversation,’ I tried politely. ‘So that I can spend the next forty minutes enjoying it, perhaps you’d explain what Product is?’

They looked at me as if I’d padded out of a case at the Natural History Museum.

Condescendingly, one of them said: ‘Well it’s what you BBC types do.’

‘We do programmes,’ I ventured.

‘So traditional,’ he brayed, ‘so seventies.’

I mentally padded back into my display case, musing on Product a product of Business, of the world of economic efficiency, profits and bottom lines.

A year later, a BBC memo made its way to one of my colleagues in Bosnia, a camerawoman of considerable courage and great experience. Staff in the BBC have always been on first-name terms with each other, regardless of status; a familiarity which often shocked outsiders thirty years ago, and which was regarded as proof of degenerate behaviour by the corps of commissionaires who manned our front doors. ‘Dear Sue’ would have been the usual form of address from the Corporation, or perhaps ‘Dear Colleague’. None of us knew what to make of her new communication, which began: ‘Dear Operative’.

Gradually, we learned. The BBC was shedding its gothic past, being stripped and shredded, and cut into bite-size business-friendly chunks. Remodelling, streamlining and internal marketing were on the way, with lots and lots of Management. Management was a growth industry within the BBC, like a mad fungus which stuck its greasy stalks into every crevice and expanded to block light and logic. We ‘Operatives’ were no longer trusted with decision-making, and if we questioned the twaddle which was issued to justify the ‘selling’ of car park spaces from one department to another, it was suggested that we needed to go on A Course. On A Course, you learned that colleagues were no longer colleagues; they were Clients or Customers.

Everything was subject to cost analysis, and had its price – even pronunciation. Newsreaders were dissuaded from ringing up the venerable Pronunciation Unit because ‘each call is charged to our budget’, resulting in vagaries such as a Chinese politician being named in various bulletins as Ding Xiao Ping, Dung Xiao Pang and Deng Xiao Pong. Mission Statements took over from ideas and creativity: even a themed week of religious radio programming was considered incomplete without a Mission Statement. Mildly incredulous, I suggested ‘I believe in one God,’ and was asked to leave the room, being deemed not sufficiently sympathetic to minority views.

The place had gone unhappily loopy, mired in constant reorganisation, obsessive emphasis on administration, and volumes of gobbledygook statements on Vision and Strategy. Staff posts were disappearing; contracts ran for just a few months, and insecurity gnawed at every level. The new Management quite coolly laid into their own Operatives in public, and ‘BBC stories’ acquired a vicious edge, with the sight of an ancient animal chomping its own entrails too tasty to ignore.

More than anything, there was a loss of confidence. One day, a 361-page manual arrived on everyone’s desk. Entitled Producers’ Guidelines, it covered every imaginable decision that a programme-maker might have to make, from four-letter words to focus groups. In itself, it was a wordy but harmless publication, stating the obvious. That it was found imperative to exhort the staff to refer to it at all times, and treat it as the newly delivered Bible According to Birt, wherein all was to be revealed to an uncomprehending and uneducated workforce, was both depressing and enfeebling. Mr John Birt was director-general at the time, and bore most responsibility for the collapse of internal confidence. It was difficult to discern his personal thoughts on altering the BBC so drastically. No one could understand his Birtspeak memos and he was known to be uncomfortable talking to the staff; he seemed to think it pointless.

How all this came about has been catalogued and claimed by those who were in charge; a mixture of the great and the good, the politically well-connected and the seriously ruthless. A mixed salad of British ambition sprinkled with titles and dressed ever more sharply.

To a reporter stuck in the middle of Bosnia for much of this time, it appeared to be a long-distant farce with few laughs. However, so far the madness of managers had usually been kept separate from the function of broadcasting. Those of us at the coal-face used to hear of the goings-on among those upstairs, but assumed they’d keep their mitts off the actual programme-making – after all, there was still a mighty audience out there, and we were serving it.

Er, no.

The first indications of a major shift in the News Department were odd conversations down satellite telephones with assorted news producers and editors. With the Balkan conflict going at full blast, life was anything but simple; however, if we stuck to reporting the facts – the scenes we’d witnessed, the incidents we had verified – we managed to convey a limited but accurate picture of what was going on. Now, though, as we described how we’d spent four hours in a wet ditch being shot at in order to get vital evidence of ethnic cleansing, there’d be murmuring from London suggesting we were at cross-purposes. Again and again came the phrase, ‘That’s not the view from here. How we see it is . . .’

Initially, this was puzzling. How did a London producer see things from behind a warm desk in Shepherd’s Bush, contemplating a pleasant lunch while grousing about the rigours of commuting from Islington? Not the same as we did, lying in a smelly puddle while a bunch of drunks used us for target practice and we contemplated escape via a four-hour cross-country ride in an armoured land rover towards a plate of bean soup and a widdle in the cabbage patch before retiring to a damp sleeping-bag.

The difference turned out to be not one of circumstances, but of agenda. ‘London’ was seeing News in a different light. According to the newly arrived thoughts from on high, news was being allowed to be far too unpredictable. All this unexpected and surprising stuff, which hadn’t had time to be analysed or evaluated, never mind put in context – this was anathema to the orderly style of a well-behaved bulletin. Allowing those on the ground to gauge the significance of a story, follow events and deliver a messy slice of human life on to the screen offended instincts which denied the disorder of daily life and which had a mission to explain, instead of an obligation to report.

But there was a lot of disorder in daily life in Bosnia. It was also a test of survival for mere reporters. Over the five years we spent in the Balkans, it dawned on my colleague Martin Bell and myself that the news system we had known was being dispatched – though it dawned rather slowly, mainly because we were preoccupied with preventing ourselves being dispatched by the locals. Put simply, news was increasingly selected not for its significance, but for its interest. A growing nervousness about ‘relevance’ and ‘accountability’ was driving editors to include more items centred on consumer values and entertainment appeal, all packaged with presentation that was appealingly easy on the eye, and given pace with frequent ‘live’ spots. An underlying fear that viewers might be easily bored, or fail to find items ‘relevant’ to their own lives, narrowed horizons and widened the scope for sentiment and personal opinion. And the growth of 24-hour channels brought about a dramatic increase in speculation and comment – purely to fill the time available – from reporters who hitherto had not been expected to express opinions.

News found itself just one element in a world swirling with information of dodgy provenance, slick advertising and public relations half-truths. To stick to the facts in such circumstances was to be a dull root vegetable in a fancy box of chocolates.

However, who am I to complain? My own experience has been a journey of discovery which I never expected.



TWO


To Germany

I was a timid child. My idea of hell was being made to ask a stranger a question. Other than that, life was a sunny experience, full of meat-paste sandwiches and Sunday school, party frocks and tennis racquets, totally devoid of all the drama which makes for an interesting background of deep psychological significance. My nearest encounter with any form of violence was in the Brownies, where we Pixies occasionally tripped up the fatter Fairies, in order to win some utterly pointless game. That I have ended up interviewing strangers for a living is merely a quirk of bloody-mindedness, for I’m still rather shy. However, if that’s the cost of being able to eat spare camel-rib and visit the Taj Mahal, wear old jeans and go to war, I haven’t any regrets.

And I was a happy child, skipping through the fifties, a time of calm and convention for the middle classes, with parents thankful for routine and certainty after the alarms and excursions of war. A time of well-ordered conformity, with good behaviour a virtue to be prized above most others. We lived on the outskirts of Sunderland, all neat gardens and dog-walking, with so little traffic that playing in the street was natural, punctuated with only one or two cries per morning of ‘There’s a car coming!’ We children had no concept of any threat to our existence, and were a resoundingly boring example of quite well-mannered obedience. We didn’t care, for we knew no different. There was a hint of another sort of life on the huge council estates, and in the alleys of the town’s east end, but, I’m ashamed to say, I was devoid of curiosity and felt there was nothing wrong with complacency. I was much loved and given all the chances that a little girl was given in those days – ballet lessons, piano tuition, a private education and a puppy. Outward Bound courses, consciousness-raising, girls’ soccer and equality hadn’t yet been invented. What you never have . . .

I wasn’t a total vegetable, though: I bookwormed my way through anything in print, including the cereal packet on the breakfast table, and developed a habit of asking Why, as long as it didn’t involve strangers. My first school report noted these habits, adding that ‘Kathryn has a very loud voice’, though it was a mere forty years later, after being blown up by a rocket-launched grenade while playing Scrabble in Beirut, that I was finally diagnosed as having been partially deaf in both ears since birth.

So: shy, complacent and a bit deaf – anybody like to hire me as a reporter?

To Germany. On the seafront at Sunderland there was a wooden signpost on the cliff top. It pointed out to sea, and read: To Germany.

On what was, in the north-east, classified as a hot summer’s day, we took the tram and spent hours in the bracing wind, at the foot of the Cat and Dog Steps, on the preferred – for the middle classes – stretch of the three-mile beach which could rival the Riviera, according to the locals, if it weren’t for the wind straight in from Siberia.

Rituals were performed. Egg and tomato sandwiches; and mass hypothermia, as we children turned blue in the North Sea next to the Cannonball Rocks. I suspect that the dedication to ‘going to the beach’ on every possible day when frost seemed unlikely had a touch of wartime influence. For the grown-ups, the parents, the wonderful flat, clean sand had been out of bounds for six years, with coils of barbed wire to repel Hitler. A cement pillbox lurked under the cliffs at nearby Whitburn. It ponged, and we were warned never to enter. All of us solemnly believed the pong was due to a large part of Hitler’s Wehrmacht having perished therein. If it wasn’t some kind of military fly-trap, we children pondered, then what was it?

Anyway, questions about such matters were brushed aside by the war-fighting generation. They all wanted to concentrate on the future. Put the war behind them. Occasionally snippets of conversation pointed to evidence that some girls’ parents seemed to have had an exciting time – Spitfires and foreign places and intimations of rather too racy behaviour, especially involving mothers who’d been WAAF officers. An incomprehensible set of images. The only thing that sounded remotely like WAAF was giraffe – and although so-and-so’s mother was tall, surely that was where the resemblance ended? There were also frequent references to ‘the day Number 27 got it’. This referred to one of the many gaps between the houses. Curiously, rebuilding seemed out of the question. Once bombed, a place seemed to stay that way. At least, that was how we children saw it. Never mind our greenhouse.

I was baffled by the importance of our greenhouse. It had seemed to sit blamelessly at the bottom of our garden, but it was spoken of by adults as if its destruction had been one of the war’s main objectives, personally identified by Herr Hitler, who would stop at nothing to win the war, via Tunstall Park and its tomato-production centre. This apparent prime target of the Luftwaffe had been the family pride and joy just beyond the rockery at the bottom of the garden. My adopting parents, Wilfrid and Maud, had acquired their brand-new house in Tunstall Park just before war broke out, obviously unaware of Nazi designs on it. The demolition of the greenhouse occurred at ten past four in the morning with the arrival of a 500-pounder, which hit the concrete in the back lane. Every nice suburban semi for 300 yards around got a bit of bomb. Our prize exhibit was lodged in the sideboard: a three-inch lump of metal, always referred to puzzlingly as ‘Jerry’s’, when asked about by a curious child. Other bits of shrapnel regularly popped up in the garden. Small, but naggingly heavy in a tiny hand. Bomb. Not like other bits of metal.

Sunderland was the fourth most bombed town in England. As ever, it was partly Newcastle’s fault. Twelve miles away the Tyne, because of its naval shipyards, had been given the benefit of a smokescreen. Sunderland, with the Wear yards producing cargo vessels, was merely given a few barrage balloons and a number of rather ancient guns. Or so I heard. The war I heard of, or rather overheard about, was seen wholly through local perspectives. The 4 a.m. raid on the greenhouse had been entirely due to unsporting strategic use of Blackpool Tower. Local legend had it that, heading for Barrow-in-Furness and its shipyards, German planes passed over the north-east coast, their loads intact. They did their damage over on the west coast, and then, scurrying for home, flew south over Morecambe Bay to get their bearings. The received wisdom in Sunderland was that a sharp left-hand turn over Blackpool Tower brought the Germans on to a line which saw Sunderland as the last British outpost before gaining the North Sea. Anything which hadn’t made it on to Barrow-in-Furness was duly delivered to Sunderland – which accounted for the lateness of the raids. Whether this was complete rubbish, dreamed up in shelters all over Wearside, I haven’t a clue. But to a child it seemed like a typical Nazi deed, one which had seen our plucky greenhouse sacrificed to save a newly built battleship.

A large part of the fleet must have been spared, for Sunderland was littered with bombsites. They were natural adventure playgrounds for us, with huge chunks of concrete softened by buddleia. The raids left other reminders. We never put our hands down the back of sofas in search of lost sixpences or combs: ‘Mind your hands,’ was the admonishment, ‘there’s glass in there from every window in this house.’ And our dog limped, for he had defied the Hun. A wily Manchester terrier, he had trotted off from the Morrison shelter in the dining room – a construction I could never envisage, which somehow involved the dining-room table and a meat-safe – and reappeared three miles away and four days later, sporting a poorly paw, otherwise referred to, quite seriously, as his war wound.

These glimpses apart, six years of conflict, to a child born just after peace descended, was a grey period; something determinedly put to one side by the grown-ups, referred to only with occasional nostalgia, when the wartime spirit was sighed for, wistfully. Perhaps the only time the war made an honest reappearance was on those days when the air-raid siren was tested. The awful rising wowl was frightening, not just for itself, but for the jump of fear that the adults displayed. Just a little whiff of what it had really been like, amid all the tales of firewatching and searchlights. Something that scared the grown-ups.

Otherwise, it was left for us children to discover the war for ourselves – in the heroic films, the memoirs of generals, the curious fact of rationing in the early fifties: were the Germans still targeting our convoys of sweets? At school, the war was never mentioned. For a start, the twentieth century never got a look-in, the Church School’s company ethos being firmly rooted in the 1880s, when most of the mistresses appeared to have been born. In history lessons, even the First World War was considered a bit too ‘fresh’. At the back of the school hall, next to the house shields, were photographs of four fearsome-looking ships: Tiger, Panther, Swift and Drake. The Great War wasn’t yet history. Our school houses had been named after these dreadnoughts. We weren’t a patriotic Church of England girls’ school for nothing.

We were also the local snobs. There was no getting away from it. In a north-east town of considerable poverty, its riverbanks still lined with festering slums, a school where everyone spoke standard northern middle-class English rather than broad Geordie, and whose hockey teams were unpopular with state schools because we were so much taller, was the target of much local abuse.

I went to school dutifully, a conformist little creature who did her homework and was expected to do well in exams. Routine dominated everything, and rebellion was never considered by any of us – until we hit our mid-teens, when the school went into overdrive to suggest that boys were ‘for later’ and uniform should never be ‘modified’. Our future was assured: we were the housewives and mothers of the future, nicely spoken and well-behaved, unless the Almighty thought fit to send us as Anglican missionaries to minister to ‘unfortunate people’.

A succession of headmistresses attempted to define our position:

‘High School girls are leaders. Others are less fortunate. Do not stand idly by.’

This bemused us; social obligations were a mystery. How were housewives leaders? The word Career was never uttered at school. Politics was never mentioned, either at school or at home. Parents voted Tory; a symbolic gesture, as the rest of the town believed the Lord God to have put the Labour party on earth.

I loved my town – and still do, though it’s now achieved city status (a memorable occasion when the Queen received a firm elbow in the ribs as the mayor solicitously decided she needed reminding about unveiling the new coat-of-arms: ‘Just press the button, pet’). Ringed by acres of housing estates, parochial, and visited only by mistake by people who took the wrong turn off the Al, it had seen the slow decline of shipbuilding with disbelief. In my childhood the riverbanks still clanged and hooted, shrouded in smoke and populated with monstrous boilers and steel plates and small men in thin jackets and mufflers and flat caps. From this mysterious inferno slid chunky cargo ships with a screech of retaining chains, down the ways with a final whoosh into the water. Only once were we schoolchildren even taken to the yards, and that was a pretty tame visit. Industry lived in a separate world, rough, grown-up and not for little girls. Nor, indeed, for adult women – the world of heavy industry was male in every aspect, extending beyond the high and excluding walls of the yards to the working men’s clubs, the trade unions and the town centre pubs.

And then there was a social gap. The pits, the yards, the foundries were all run by families I knew, but worked in by thousands I rarely encountered. From the garden of our semi you could sometimes see in the far distance the tip of Silksworth pit-heap, glowing demonically at night, as fire from deep within surfaced and blazed for weeks. Later, I longed to have seen more of the guts and grit of everyday work. The conformity to social niceties in a town like Sunderland in the fifties was breathtaking. Nothing dramatic; just an acceptance that accent, school and job description marked everyone indelibly, and it was rude to draw attention to such matters. Protest, criticism and reform were not the stuff of our lives; such activities would be regarded as ‘making an exhibition of yourself’. Money was a subject never mentioned: we aspired to being, and indeed were, ‘comfortable’, with a car, and long summer holidays spent in Scotland or Cornwall. I had no inkling of the depth of wealth that suburban Surrey or Berkshire took for granted. However, the upside of narrow comfortableness was a sense of security, a conviction that the world was benign and stable.

The war lurked, but was never defined, throughout childhood. Admittedly I learned German, but as all the textbooks were prewar – one of the advantages of a private school being everyday familiarity with decaying ancient objects – and the mistresses who taught us had memories of a distinctly pre-Hitlerian period, there was little connection between the language and the recent Unpleasantness. On the other hand, I was a dab hand at reading Gothic script. Nobody had told our school that modern Germans had ditched it.

A school exchange in the late fifties to a Gymnasium near Frankfurt widened our horizons just a fraction. There had been mixed feelings about our trip. ‘Bit too soon’ was heard from the grown-ups, an attitude that baffled us, for surely it had been a lifetime since the war ended. Well, our lifetime, anyway. But we were curious. We’d seen old newsreel films of Dresden; of the Russians in Berlin, and the mounds of rubble. Our teenage years had seen Richard Todd busting the Möhne Dam, and Trevor Howard and everyone else getting out of Stalag Luft via wooden horses. And endless dogfights over the fields of Kent. And lines of refugees when we saw Pathé newsreels on trips to the ‘news theatre’ in Newcastle. I suppose we expected to find the Germans living in temporary accommodation. After all, Sunderland was still full of bomb sites, and the country didn’t feel very affluent, when all British teenagers lusted after was an American way of life, full of huge shiny cars, drive-in movies and rock’n’roll.

Frankfurt turned out to be surprisingly substantial. It had more new buildings than we’d ever clapped eyes on – soaring modern towers, and a fabulous sports centre with a turquoise swimming pool encased in a glass palace. This did not reflect well, postwar – same war? – on Sunderland’s municipal baths, which clearly doubled as a chlorine factory, and were lined with lavatory tiles. However, in Offenbach, the small town nearby where I was staying, I was disconcerted to see that every bus had two seats labelled sternly: Für Kriegsblessierte. The idea that so many people might have been wounded so as to need special places on buses was new to me. However, my hosts, identical twins my age, with impeccable manners, never mentioned the war – which was quite a good thing, as I’d learned that their father had been in the Luftwaffe, and was therefore immediately associated with our greenhouse. So I never raised the subject.

Some days later, though, walking in the local park, I asked the twins why this otherwise immaculate park had a building pitted with curious circular blotches. Kugeln, they said, a hint embarrassed. I went back to their apartment and looked up the word. Bullets. I was fascinated. Had there been a battle? Just like in the films? The idea that soldiers had fought over a public park bewildered me. Especially as the bullet-ridden building had been identified by the twins as Toiletten. I was more confused by this near-encounter with actual war damage than any bomb site or pill-box had hitherto prepared me for. Toilets and greenhouses: what was war really about?

Conflict in itself, though, didn’t intrigue me. I was a girl. I knew nothing of battles, and had never evinced the slightest interest in warfare, guns or soldiers. I wasn’t even aware, not having grown up with brothers, that boys were infatuated with such matters. The world of toy soldiers, of pretending to be a Lancaster bomber, of shouting I’m the King of the Castle, of constructing the Ark Royal in matchsticks, never impinged. Decades later, I’d be amazed to meet men who had been imbibing aircraft types, categories of tank and the characteristics of Walther PPKs since they were seven – and could still recite lists of stuff. I achieved adulthood unable to distinguish between a tank and an aardvark.

Indeed, the first time I saw someone carrying a gun I was shocked.

I was eighteen and in Berlin. Having rather a good time at Newcastle University, I’d completely forgotten that a spell in Germany was necessary before I took second-year exams in the language. I was confronted by my ever-tolerant professor: ‘Where are you going next week then?’

I rightly suspected that the answer was not meant to be Home. Should it perhaps be Stockholm, I thought? As I was reading Scandinavian Studies, majoring in Swedish, this seemed like a likely place.

‘The capital?’ I ventured.

‘What on earth do you want to go to Bonn for?’ he said. ‘It’s a boring backwater.’

I did a few calculations. Getting the odd intransitive verb wrong attracted a bit of disapproval from professors. Getting the country wrong might make a considerable dent in my degree prospects. I tried again.

‘Berlin?’

‘Marvellous,’ said Professor Mennie. ‘Politics, history, a divided city, lots to learn. All those Russians. And then there are the spies,’ he added, ‘but don’t get too mixed up in things. I’ll give you one piece of advice. We haven’t got any diplomatic relations with the East Germans. I did know a nice professor at Humboldt University – but I think he’s been shot. So if you get into trouble, you’re on your own.’

My mind went a bit blank. Two minutes earlier I hadn’t been contemplating going anywhere, never mind plunging into the world of espionage. However, Duncan Mennie was nothing if not inspirational. He spoke over thirty languages, was a brilliant teacher, and had run the BBC’s counter-propaganda broadcasts to Germany’s Lord Haw-Haw during the war, working with Hugh Carleton Greene, later to become director-general of the BBC. A Highland Scot from Deeside, he believed education to be the permanent acquisition of knowledge, in all its forms. Ignorance, and especially incuriosity, in his students produced snorts of frustration, followed by the instant infusion of information. Lectures on Old Icelandic literature were diverted to encompass the invasion strategy of Genghis Khan, the history of the stirrup, how to classify worms and serpents, and instructions on successful seal-spotting. Being especially ignorant about medieval warfare, I was a sitting duck for the professor’s vast and entertaining fount of wisdom. After two terms, I could have personally conducted a Viking raid, twined enemy intestines round a handy tree and carved several rune stones to mark my victory.

I was reading Swedish for a degree in Scandinavian Studies entirely by chance. I’d spent the summer after leaving school with the National Youth Theatre in London and had been entranced by all things theatrical, to the extent of taking no notice of my dismal A-Level results – the product of much partying and tennis, a hefty dislike of Wordsworth and Goethe, and a fanciful desire to read Italian and French at a fashionable university such as Bristol. As September loomed, my parents and my headmistress became desperate. Someone’s name had to be engraved on the University Entrants Board, and I was the only likely candidate that year (expensive education doesn’t necessarily go hand in hand with academic prizes, but you do get bags of confidence). The head made a few phone calls, and in a year when the government was tootling a fanfare about the newly operational student admissions systems – ‘fair, equable, none of this back-door stuff’ – I went straight in the back door. On the first day of my student life I encountered Professor Mennie, who couldn’t remember my name (it wasn’t on the official list) but who had an inkling that I was the one with the dodgy results.

‘You’ll be expected to work hard and get a good degree,’ he said, with a slight air of threat.

‘Certainly,’ I said, ‘er, what in?’

‘Swedish and German and Old Icelandic,’ he replied, spelling out four years in three seconds.

I adored his breadth of learning. He was endlessly enthusiastic, and he couldn’t wait to send his students away from their cosy nests to learn about life elsewhere. We were, without realising it, part of the generation which was going to venture back into Europe, but not to fight. The notion of student travel was just beginning, and we, catapulted unexpectedly into higher education as a result of the university expansion of the 1960s, were wondering about ‘abroad’. To us as students the world  – or at least, that attainable by a train from Calais or Ostend – the world, known to our parents as a six-year battleground, beckoned. Most of us had never been there, though I’d been lucky, as we’d ventured a couple of times on family holidays to France and Italy. The package trip was only just being invented. My school had once rashly taken the fifth and sixth forms skiing in Switzerland, only to discover, inevitably, that we were unimpressed with the Alps and rampant in the face of Alpine ski instructors. Luckily, the school had insisted that we wore uniform much of the time when we weren’t actually on the slopes, and the appearance of dumpy girls in hairy grey tweed reminiscent of the Russian army acted as a sad deterrent to passion.

Now, in front of my professor, I was making swift plans. ‘Berlin,’ I repeated. ‘But I’m not sure about the course I’m meant to go on.’

He burrowed in a file.

‘Freies Universität, that’s the one, I’ll send them a telegram. And you can stay at the Victoria Studentinnenheim. I don’t think it got bombed in the war – anyway, you’ll soon find out.’ He tossed me a booklet.

‘Well, get going, lassie, the course starts in three days.’

‘Um, via Ostend? Er, how?’

‘Get a map, for God’s sake. Aren’t you the one with a boyfriend with a car?’ (A rare catch in those days.) ‘Get him to take you to London. A girl intending to get a degree should be able to find Dover. Off you go.’

And so I did. I called home, omitting references to spies and trouble. There was silence on the line. I made reassuring noises, but realised that I was thought to be heading directly for the Führer’s bunker. I cajoled Jonathon into driving me south, and went out and bought Isherwood’s I Am a Camera, the only novel I knew to mention Berlin. This being the non-gay sixties, I was puzzled by much of the book, but looked forward to meeting lots of spies in night-clubs. I omitted this in the call home, too.

To Germany . . .

I can vividly recall the thrill of standing on the station platform at Ostend, reading the destinations on the railway carriages. Berlin. Warsaw. Moscow. I could hardly believe that you could just hop on a train and head off for such exotic destinations. I felt like an explorer. The trains were mostly drab grey-green, and demanded mountaineering expertise to board. I commandeered a corner seat, and realised that I hadn’t a clue what might lie ahead. I’d led what you might call a sheltered life. Streetwise I was not. But I wasn’t aware of my shortcomings. My main aim was to find kindred spirits on the train, preferably male, aged eighteen to twenty, good-looking and not too foreign.

By Brussels, I’d already found several likely soulmates, and was sitting on the top couchette opposite a tasty French rugby-player, singing early Simon and Garfunkel, and eating very old British sandwiches – Belgian food was a mystery, and likely to remain that way. Did such a small country, peopled by customs officers in musical comedy uniforms, actually have a cuisine? Who was Stella Artois? A giant neon sign hung in the sky as we passed through the Belgian capital – perhaps half the answer to the challenge: name two famous Belgians.

The Continent. Foreign in every way to me and my peers. Academics and wealthy independent travellers might have tasted its pleasures; but for us, it was a place which didn’t feature in our culture. Growing up in the fifties, the golden glow of the future was coming from America in the shape of hula-hoops, chewing gum, Bill Haley, convertible cars, I Love Lucy and Wagon Train — and, for us students, protest, Bob Dylan and President Kennedy, the first politician we’d ever seen who didn’t resemble a fossil.

The singing continued right through Belgium into West Germany. No one in the sixties travelled without a guitar, or at least the ability to join in suitable CND anthems. We were students of the world. We were the postwar children. We were all prepared to look like Peter, Paul and Mary, and demonstrate in the streets against absolutely anything. History was dead and buried. I felt hugely excited.

History was resurrected five minutes over the West German border into the territory of the East.

The train sat in a field. For ages. I produced my trusty map. We were some miles into East Germany, past the Helmstedt border crossing-point. Myself, the two other British students, the three French and the American with the guitar hadn’t much notion about life in the East.

‘Commies,’ said the musician. ‘I heard they don’t have bathrooms.’

We discussed Stalinist plumbing. Meanwhile, from the field came the sound of barking Alsatians. Before we had time to survey the scene, a keen and huge dog lurched into the compartment, attached to a policeman. We stared at them.

The policeman shouted at us. Most of the words appeared to come from films about the war: Achtung! Papiere! Heraus! We goggled, then giggled. Then the Alsatian discovered the remains of Ye Olde British Sandwiche plus wrappings next to me, and tore them apart alarmingly. He didn’t look pattable. Nor did the policeman. A confusing three minutes followed. All my German lessons up to then had concentrated on polite conversation: Good morning, could you tell me the way to the post office, please? I wasn’t familiar with the German for Get your wolf off my lap and where are you going with our passports you lout?

The American lad was thoroughly upset, attempting to lecture a corridor-full of ‘Commie cops’, as he endearingly addressed them, on the subject of democratic rights, man. They took his guitar, shook it, then stuck a piece of bent wire through the hole and fished around in it. We gave up remonstrating about passports to stare, mesmerised. This produced further shouting, several snapped guitar strings and a shoving match to get us back into the compartment. World students that we were, we weren’t having anything of this. As veterans of many a demo, we heaved purposefully against the police (I noticed the French rugby-player’s muscles . . .). The cops fell over, absolutely pug-eyed. It hadn’t dawned on us that opposition was an unknown concept to them. Before we all became Western martyrs for democracy, fate intervened in the form of a train whistle. Amid much shouting and universally understood gestures, the police left, tossing our passports back through the window.

God, we were naive. We thought we’d scored a few points. We squeaked with rage in French and English. All the way to Berlin, we banged on about outrageous behaviour and Who Won The War. We were clueless. But we felt we’d made our mark. We looked forward to our next demo.

Ensconced the next morning in the Victoria Home for Female Students – seventh floor, garret, no lift, but with good view over the rooftops of Russian MiGs flying illegal low-level sorties to annoy West Berliners – I decided that the train journey had been enough excitement to last a year.

I set off for the American-backed Freies Universität, clutching a street map and a piece of paper which the student home superintendent had handed me. Room 235, ten o’clock. I clattered quickly down long cobbled streets, eager and determined. I felt very much on my own. I was sharing my garret with a Greek girl, whose German was pretty ropey. She’d come in late the night before and impersonated a dead log until after breakfast, so clearly didn’t have a nice respectable language course to attend that morning. I studied the map every ten yards, and eventually galloped into the right street. I was flustered. Memories of school on the exchange visit to Frankfurt prompted fear of rigid German punctuality, and lots of strange formalities before lessons began.

There was a crowd outside the main gate, and lots of vehicles. Popular holiday course, I thought, elbowing my way politely through, head down, checking Room 235.1 shoved through the throng towards the main staircase. The steps were a thick blanket of sitting students. I clambered up, excusing myself in my best German. I gained the main corridor, and luckily, with only seconds to go to ten, spotted 235 above a doorway five yards away. Just about the last thing I coherently remember. Ten o’clock must have been zero hour for the Berlin Police Department. The sound was awesome as several hundred of Berlin’s finest took on several thousand students.

This was the era of the sit-in – a student tactic used across the world, deeply irritating to authority – and, in my efforts to be punctual and possibly avoid any more foreign excitement in deference to my professor, I’d ploughed my way to the very centre of one of Berlin’s bigger protests.

The next hour was a bit of a blur. Suffice it to say that not everyone went peacefully. I became aware that most Berlin cops were mountainous men, but not necessarily agile. As a dutiful English girlfriend, I’d watched a good deal of rugby. Now I found out what it was like to be in a scrum involving several hundred people. However, after a confused amount of thumping and shoving, it turned out that the most honourable action – this being the sixties – was to be carried out and hurled into a truck (they’d run out of proper police vans before they got to our floor), while chanting slogans. The latter was beyond me, as my German didn’t yet include enough obscenities. Also I had no idea what the protest was about.

I got time to find out. Twenty-six hours in some anonymous barracks, squashed in a room with eighteen women and a bucket. I went through the usual catalogue: sense of outrage, anger, prissy teenage concern for personal hygiene (the bucket), and the suppression of the desire to remark to my fellow inmates Who Won The War Then, as the majority were German. It was my first taste of being utterly unable to do anything about my situation. A little lesson in what it’s like to get banged up, with no kindly Dixon of Dock Green sergeant entering to say Your mother’s here, or Would you like a solicitor? Instead, some old boot delivered inedible slop, and I entertained fears of being plopped down some German oubliette to moulder undiscovered for twenty years. A little shiver went down the spine. Helpless. No contacts. No influence. Nobody even knew about what had happened; and other people, who’d just given you a number of very nasty bruises, were in charge. There wasn’t too much time for quiet reflection, though. The rest of the room engaged in noisy political debate all day and through the night. After several hours and a lot of very lengthy German nouns, it emerged that we’d all been demonstrating against the Berlin authorities’ refusal to recognise the Communist party in the city. Not exactly what I’d ever considered going to the stake for.

Unceremoniously hoofed out of the barracks the following morning, I scuttled back to the student home, vaguely suspecting that passers-by could see the mark of the gaolbird on me. Luckily – this being the sixties – a phone call home would never have been expected, and I thought it unwise to send a postcard saying Weather fine, not seen much of it due to imprisonment.

The university closed temporarily, which was all the excuse I needed for exploring Berlin. I teamed up with two German boys from Stuttgart and the girl from Athens. Day Two, so no more Trouble, eh?

We did the sights, walking everywhere – we had little money. Berlin looked as if it had only just seen the dust settle on the war. Once-grand buildings sat around in ruins near the Tiergarten. But in the centre, a concrete monster of a shopping centre had just arisen, all modern walkways and ugliness. The city had an energy peculiar to it – or was it that I had read too much Isherwood, and was sniffing a raffishness that had not really survived? Even so, there was an odd excitement in the air. And literally in the air, as we headed past the shiny shops on the Ku’damm. Soviet MiGs overflew at frighteningly low level, part of the regular confrontation and ‘show of strength’ game – I later learned – that went on at that time. I’d only seen warplanes in films before; not only were these the real thing, they weren’t Ours. I wondered if we should fling ourselves into a convenient ditch, only there weren’t any ditches in the Ku’damm, and no one else seemed to be taking evasive action. The jets boomed through the sound barrier for good measure. I began to be fascinated. Berlin, to my delight, was not like Newcastle at all, give or take the odd bomb site.

Berlin ladies sat at pavement café tables and shook their fur-cuffed fists at the MiGs. They appeared to be dressed as if ready for church in England ten years previously: neat, buttoned-up, hat-wearing and solemn. And there seemed so many of them. I couldn’t understand why the city was peopled with middle-aged females. Die Witwe – the widows. I hadn’t realised the war had left different marks here.

We were footsore, and hungry for dinner. The German lads took us to a student-crammed bar, where I cottoned on to acknowledging modestly that I’d been part of the ‘Freies-riot’ the day before, and met several other European students who’d had a noisy night in the barracks. Celebration was plotted – where should we modern, pan-European students eat a stupendous dinner and drink much beer, for just a few deutschmarks? Ratskeller of course. Town Hall cellar, thought I? Sounds a bit grand.

‘No, ever so cheap,’ said the Greek girl, ‘you and the French two head for the underground, and the rest of us’ll go the other way.’

I hadn’t a clue about these travel directions. Still, we scampered into the S-Bahn station. I’d given the city maps a cursory glance in the student home, and had worked out that there was something funny about them. Berlin was a divided city. So what happened, I’d wondered, when the underground line headed for the Wall? Just an idle bit of wondering, for the very notion of East Berlin was terrifying. This was the era of hideous events on the Berlin Wall; of regular attempts at escape, often with dreadful consequences. By 1964, it had matured as a barrier. It had been heightened and land on the east side laid waste, to give Ossies – Ostdeutsche, East Germans – less chance of making it through the wire and past the dogs and guards. That afternoon we’d paid the statutory visit to Checkpoint Charlie, one of the official crossing-points manned by the Americans. It was on the tourist trail, and a small room nearby was plastered with photographs of escape attempts – some full of cheering people surrounding a wild-eyed winner who’d made it to the West, others showing a dark hump of clothing flopped among the concrete and weeds in the East. It hardly seemed real as we stepped outside the room, for on an ordinary day there was traffic over the checkpoint – the four allies, Britain, France, the United States and the Soviet Union, maintaining the military agreement almost as if the Wall were invisible. Yet there it was, and half a city existed the other side, in another world.

So that evening I sat on the S-Bahn, and asked the French girl why the Germans had a cheap restaurant in the Town Hall. ‘Probably nobody asked them,’ she said, ‘the Russians decide those things.’

The penny dropped fast. Town Hall – in – in . . .

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘City divides – West Berlin gets the Zoo, East Berlin the Town Hall.’

The S-Bahn changed its rumble as we crossed water. The Spree. I knew enough geography to realise I was trundling into another world.

I have in my memory a black-and-white scene, which I can recall every time someone talks to me about guns.

I had never seen anyone carrying a gun. I wasn’t even very familiar with country shotguns, though one of our neighbours occasionally went off to Northumberland to fetch a bunch of sticky pheasanty feathers. But a revolver, or a rifle, or a semi-automatic machine gun: these were objects of film and unreality.

As we alighted at Friedrichstrasse station, I stared up at the huge semi-circle of glass arching over the tracks. There was pinkish soft evening light criss-crossed with the impressive railway ironwork. Suddenly, a figure walked along the narrow catwalk at the base of the semicircle, a silhouette – a man with a rifle. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Walking, in public? Just like that, with people getting off trains below him, and him carrying a dangerous weapon?

I was so shocked. Neither then nor since have I ever accepted the idea that such weapons should form part of normal, everyday life.

An hour later, we were stuffing ourselves with Wurst the size of industrial tubing, paid for out of a bag of Ossie cash received in exchange for a few West German deutschmarks. Clearly, the West might feed our minds, but the East did a terrific job on the body. So began weeks of crossing the best-guarded border in Europe, in order to consume mounds of (to us) cheap food. The madness of a divided city had its roots in the war, which had given it its structure. Every day, there were ritual military patrols involving the occupying four powers, ‘the allies’, crossing the city as if the barbed wire and free-fire zone of unofficial no-man’s-land did not exist. Presentation of a British passport in East Berlin produced a strangulated mutter about Die Alliierte — but it meant a privileged passage for me, one of the allied citizens; I – or my French and American friends – could travel in minutes via S-Bahn over the strip of land which citizens of the People’s Republic saw as a firing range.

I began to cross during the day in order to poke around the gingerbread architecture and the war ruins. I was riveted. Naive and rather accepting, I’d never had to teach myself about a different system. I sat in bars and met students from the Karl Marx University. They were none too keen on the off-duty Russian soldiers who drank gloomily in corners, but I wanted to meet real Reds with snow on their boots, and happily bought beers, courtesy of the ludicrous exchange rate, with my Ostmarks obtained at the obligatory currency swap at the station (a kind of entrance fee to the People’s Republic). Before long, I had a very quirky acquaintance with life in Russia, oiled with hours of alcohol and song.

I walked marathons through the dowdy streets, rewarded one day with a squeaking whine from an alley of tatty lock-up garages and small workshops. Out from a garage crawled a tank. I gaped – another horrible first – and learned that the first instinct is not to cheer such things, as in all those war movies of liberation, but to leg it; even then I could not escape its persistent growling whine, like a monster in a nightmare.

There seemed to be almost no shops; only a few dusty windows full of ugly kitchen equipment and clothes which should only be bought at gunpoint. I unloaded my Ossie cash in the bookshop selling German classics. The Reklam editions were standard, and I acquired two centuries of writing printed in tiny paperbacks for a trifle. Unloading Ossie marks was a bit of a chore each day. You could only eat so much and carry so many books, and the remainder was literally shaken out of you at the railway station by stone-faced old trouts carrying inverted umbrellas into which to scatter your unused money.

Never mind; I was entranced. Each journey was an adventure. Conversations were curious, punctuated by sudden and frequent gaps. There were glaring no-go areas – in politics, in criticism, in opinion. The Karl Marx students wanted to know if we were paid a lot of money by our governments to go on demonstrations. When I explained the reality, they pondered on why we hadn’t been shot by our army. I learned to avoid comparisons of societies: some students were Marxist speaking clocks of doctrinal drivel. Music, beer and food were safe bets. Still, the students – and the Russians – threw up little nuggets of information. How the authorities interfered with access to pop music. How short supplies were of certain basic foodstuffs – much of the Soviet Union’s food appeared to spend its life either crossing Tajikistan in a railway wagon until it had gone off, or lurking ‘under the counter’.

Here, the war seemed only an eye-blink ago. Whereas West Berlin echoed to construction work and rows about dealing with the decayed embassies in the Tiergarten, the East showed no embarrassment at the ghastly scarecrow of the Berliner Dom, the cathedral. I stood under its skeletal dome one morning, taking pictures of a shaft of sunlight in which a continuous stream of fine dust fell from the wrecked roof. The building was officially out of bounds, but I’d sneaked in via a broken side door, and ended up gossiping with the caretaker (bag of Ossie cash at the ready).

‘Why isn’t it being rebuilt?’ I asked.

‘God’s not a big deal with the Visitors from Moscow,’ was the caretaker’s view; ‘and then, of course, there’s not a lot of money, of anything, because of the war.’

Problems on the Eastern side were always explained away with the words ‘because of the war’. Nobody dared suggest that the looming Soviet presence might inoculate society against free thought and protest. As I walked the streets of both parts of Berlin, suffused with curiosity, the whole place seemed a grand guignol drama to which I had unexpectedly got a ticket. In this enclosed and loopy capital, I smelled a wider world, unthought-of horizons, so many questions.

The morning before I left, I was woken in my seventh-floor garret by the sound of my Greek room-mate trying to get under her bed. A very pale dawn light was coming through the dormer window. Greek is a linguistic closed book to me – but panic’s pretty universal. I peered out over the pointy roof gables. The below-the-bed yowling yielded to a far-off rumbling. I half-crawled out of the window, craned over the tiles and stared down at Otto Suhr Allee. With headlights on, looking like giant crabs, a long column of tanks pushed slowly down the street. The noise was horrible, scraping and growling on the cobbles, welling up between the tall houses. For several seconds I succumbed to the headlines which had been blazoned across the right-wing Berlin tabloids. The Russkies were coming.

I wondered whether there was any point in investigating under-the-bed. It seemed a rather good idea. I learned in those few seconds how fear induces daftness, a need for a bolt-hole. The noise was all-enveloping. No one in the building would hear if you called out. There was no sign of anyone else, at windows or in the street. It was weird and frightening.

I decided to stare out my fate, crawled right out of the window to the ledge near the gutter and watched. I now knew the power that tanks had as they rolled into ordinary neighbourhoods – relentless, impervious beasts, against which there is nothing the citizen can sanely do. After a blank minute, logic finally took over. The column was heading towards the Brandenburg Gate, rather than having smashed triumphantly through it from the East. Moreover, the last in the line appeared to be flying a Union flag. Aha. One of ours. I felt very confused.

I’d never been scared of a vehicle before, or had cause to wonder about my safety. Life in Sunderland had no parallels. I felt an idiot – how come I can’t recognise my own army? How could one even start to believe the propaganda about invasion and terror, so beloved of the locals and their newspapers? And I’d been physically frightened. I had one tiny crumb of bitchy comfort: I sat archly on the roof as the Greek girl crept out from hiding. ‘Ours, of course,’ I said, with as much disdainful cool as I could muster.

Setting off the next day, after a rather riotous night in a club which had resembled a multi-storey car park filled with competing pop groups, I contemplated a long snooze on the train. Sadly, I failed to get a seat. The world and his wife were fellow travellers, and I ended up on my suitcase in the corridor. I dozed, only to be lifted, case and all, into a compartment already stuffed to the roof. I squawked protest, but appeared to be being used to make a point by East German border guards at the Potsdam crossing from West Berlin through East Germany. Verboten is a word beloved of Germanic authority. Apparently sitting in corridors had been added to the Verboten list.

As we chugged though the East, I endeavoured to find a few square feet of room. No dice for the first hour. Then, as the border to West Germany approached, the population of several compartments began rearranging itself urgently. I nose-dived into a seat-space indicated by a nice-looking middle-aged woman, inserting myself between a mother and baby and a very ancient rigid female fossil in rather folksy clothes. Salami sandwiches appeared, followed by biscuits, cake and drink. Everyone ate very determinedly, insisting I join in. When I’d eaten more than adequately, my polite refusals were met with shrill insistence. ‘Don’t waste it,’ they said, ‘we know the Westerners will take everything – they’re so short of food, you know.’

‘No, they’re not,’ I replied.

‘Well, that’s what you Russians have always told us,’ came the grumble. I explained myself, and produced the blue passport. Silence fell, followed by hurried consultations. They spoke a heavily accented German and turned out to be a large group of families from near the Polish border, who’d finally been allowed to travel westwards after years of bureaucratic negotiation ‘because of the war’. They had all their worldly goods with them – or what they’d been allowed – in bundles stowed on the racks. They were extremely nervous.

After some prompting from granny opposite, the young mother asked shyly if I would hold her shawl-smothered baby. Certainly, I said – though I was unfamiliar with babies. Ten minutes later, the train bumped to a stop. I remembered the inbound journey, and decided to take a more determinedly British stand this time.

But this time, things started off more hectically, with every male hauled out of the carriage by the shouting-and-hungry-Alsatian method. They went meekly, adults of my parents’ generation and older, fluttering their hands a bit as they passed the soldiers – part defence, part entreaty, utterly humiliating. Some bundles of belongings were tossed down and kicked apart. I sat my ground as the women started crying and the men were lined up against the train, hands in the air. I thought we’d dropped back two decades.

For several minutes a nasty shouting match took place, and I had the satisfaction of using lots of rude German, learned in bars East and West. Granny opposite also gave as good as she got, and got thumped as a result. The young mum was rigid beside me, and ponged of what I thought at the time was nervous sweat; years later I would have recognised it as the shit of fear. I hefted the baby under one arm as I dug out my passport. The border guard, a study in genetic simplicity, made a grab for it. No you don’t, I said, and suggested that he was going to disappear from view with it, because he couldn’t read. Granny, behind his back, made some placatory gestures, staring intently at me with her head cocked on one side. A bit thrown, I shoved the passport at him, and sat back grumpily. He read it, upside down, and threw it back at me.

More shouting and pleading came from outside. It all sounded entirely untheatrical and deeply sickening. These were travellers, ordinary people, my parents’ age. Who gave anyone the right to push them around, threaten them, terrify them? I seethed with resentment.

The compartment filled to overflowing again, as the train was repacked randomly and at speed. Some bundles didn’t get collected, and we set off with a lurch past bits of clothing and unidentifiable trinkets lying in the field. I couldn’t think of what to say – but I found the family in the compartment relatively complacent, brushing down their clothes, checking the bundles remaining on the rack. I grew even madder. Didn’t they know what an outrage it had been? Didn’t they feel angry? But they just kept whispering: Are we in the West yet?

A matter of minutes later, we clanked past the Helmstedt signs. Granny stood up and uttered what I took to be prayers, until I realised she was waving her arms towards the baby, which I was still firmly clutching. She seized it and fell back on her seat, unravelling the shawl frantically. Out clinked the glinting coins, the gold jewellery, the silver family treasures.

I forced a smile, but felt a very strange feeling deep in the intestines.

I’d read the signpost To Germany, as a child, and thought it a kind of seaside joke. I had had no idea what getting to Germany would mean. In a few weeks I’d seen armed men, tanks, jets, the Wall, Russians, demonstrations and gaol. I had no inkling that such matters would become my bread and butter. What ignited deep inside of me was a sense of rage that ordinary people could be made to suffer humiliation and fear – and accepted it.

And that a very different, wide world existed all around me, and I was horrendously ignorant of it.

The window opened a little wider in my third year as a student. Because we were such a tiny band of scholars in Scandinavian Studies, we weren’t farmed out to the usual foreign course for our year abroad, but placed in specific jobs. Professor Mennie had eyed me keenly, and observed: You look fit, off you go, the Arctic’s fascinating. So I found myself on a train heading north of Stockholm with a seventeen-hour journey ahead, a hot-water bottle and a map on the top of my luggage.

Lulea was a dot almost at the top of the Baltic, a port dominated by a gigantic iron-ore processing plant serving the mineral mountains up in the Arctic. It was modern and efficient (I’d been expecting a frontier outpost peopled with elk-eating nomads). In every respect it emulated sixties Sweden: well-lit, clean, affluent and progressive; so progressive, indeed, that my residence permit had been issued in a glamorous civic office full of contemporary furniture by an elegant middle-aged woman who just happened to be chief executive. I was goggle-eyed. This was not what I was accustomed to; where was the fusty lino-floored Town Hall, staffed by unattractive men in cheap suits? And, I mean, a woman – how extraordinary, were Swedish women different, and not just in the much-publicised department of blond hair and free sex?

I was to spend my year in Lulea as a language-teaching assistant, later rather grandly entering on my BBC application form the phrase the Language Assistant for Southern Lappland – entirely accurately, seeing that no one else would be mad enough to spend a winter which reached minus 47° Fahrenheit trying to stop nine-year-olds losing fingers and earlobes to frostbite in the school playground. I also had to ski to school. How romantic, my student friends wrote back to me. They should try getting up at six and realising that two feet of snow had fallen overnight – and you’d left your skis outside. Never mind being whooshed past by seven-year-olds clearly ready for the Winter Olympics and without pity for the engelska assitent skidding schoolwards like a demented crab.

The teaching system was liberal towards behaviour but academically tough; the staff of the seven middle schools in Lulea were staggeringly well-paid and constantly gaining more qualifications in order to up their salaries even further. The children were relatively monstrous, coming from backwoods families attracted to the iron-ore industry; my favourite class was the sin bin, the Specialer, a mixture of behavioural problems and troublemakers. Heaven knows what they made of me, an untrained foreigner who cannoned into the yard with skis like busy knitting needles, but they responded to energy and interest.

I adored the Arctic north. ‘Europe’s last wilderness’ was one of the descriptions of this vast stretch of fir-tree and moss and reindeer which began opposite my bedroom window on the edge of town and stretched to the Arctic ice. Upcountry, I saw and heard the aurora borealis – the rippling colours over a frozen forest, with a curious tinkle-crackle all around. Beneath were the reindeer: from afar, a sound of thunder as they circled in thousands during the annual round-up; up close, snuffly and adorable and very good to eat. Their herdsmen, the Lapps in their blue and red and yellow costumes, stank to high heaven. Modern life was putting a squeeze on their traditions, with pressure for them to settle – and perhaps to become acquainted with the octupus-like Swedish tax system. The Lapps were having none of it, but had nevertheless worked out a rather good wheeze for participating in the country’s fiscal process. Ancient and dying reindeer were surreptitiously driven into the path of oncoming express trains from Stockholm, whereupon the government was howled at for its encroachment on traditional life – which might just be leavened by a little compensation payment. The Arctic might look primeval, but in many ways it was thoroughly modern. This included dealing with The Military Threat.

When I’d arrived in Lulea, I’d discovered that I was not only in North Bothnia, but in Defence Area 7. The Swedes, determinedly neutral, nevertheless spent a good deal on military weaponry, as befitted the inventors of dynamite and the Bofors gun. As an extra to my teaching job, I found myself giving English lessons to Swedish air force technical officers on a base to the north of the town. Only years later did I learn that I’d had to have security clearance – and that my professor, leaping at the chance of putting his wartime intelligence habits to use, had, without bothering to make any proper references to my family, cooked up an elaborate and unblemished background. He also happily told me that it had all gone on to the appropriate BBC file . . .

The Swedish technical officers must have despaired of my lack of familiarity with the French-built Draken fighter plane, as my lessons were meant to enable them to handle it properly. The technical instructions, arriving in French, had inexplicably been translated into English – and it was my job to render them intelligible. Eventually, I was taken into the control tower to get the hang of the jargon. I learned very fast, terrified that the inability to deliver words such as Fire or Eject might reflect on my tuition.

Driving occasionally to a distant airbase, I felt that the Arctic was the most peaceful and natural landscape on earth – until, one afternoon, the hills in the far distance got up and moved. A vast slab of trees and bushes slid sideways. Revealed were several holes, each with something pointing out.

I never got a straight answer to my enquiries, encountering for the first time in my life the blank wall which passes for military communication, but I did become aware of the properties of medium-range missiles, sitting in their moss-covered silos, their green camouflage munched over by the elk and reindeer. It was the local wisdom that the bad-tempered elk would do a better job than the missiles, krona for krona, seeing that no one knew how efficient the expensive weapon might be, but everyone knew how lethal the bloody elks were. Not for nothing were there road signs saying Beware Elk, many of them mangled by the antlered furies.

It was a year of novelty and feeling like a being from another planet. Sweden was a country where progress and social reform and liberal attitudes ruled the roost. Marriage, mental health, housing conditions, sexual attitudes: the Swedes stuck everything under a public magnifying glass, and then dissected mercilessly until they arrived at a solution. It was very different from my native English environment of tradition and woolly accommodation and convention. There was also a feelgood factor, with twinkling glass ornaments, beautifully bound books and chic light fittings overflowing from the first indoor shopping centres I’d ever seen. We were still postwar in Britain, despite the Swinging Sixties being upon us. The Swedes had already swung, and appeared to be thriving on the future.

The one area where they experienced major failure was with alcohol. It cost a fortune, and buying it was the exact equivalent of buying condoms in the UK: an activity loaded with furtive embarrassment and suspicion. This didn’t in any way deter the Swedes, who got drunk in a spectacular collapsing manner, proud of the fact that it had cost them an arm and a leg to become legless. One of my teaching colleagues sighed sadly the morning after a major bender, and recollected a happy summer in Cambridge. ‘Pubs,’ he said, ‘English pubs, heaven on earth – you go there every night?’

Even by Newcastle standards, this was pushing it a bit, and I said we sometimes stayed in – perhaps asked friends round for a drink.

‘Where do you get it from?’ he enquired, with logical Swedish habit – ‘the drink, I mean.’

‘Well, most people keep a bottle or two at home,’ I replied.

‘If you have it in the house, why do you not drink it?’ he said with amazement.

No wonder one of their traditional tipples is pronounced Glug in English.

It was a year when I felt I’d discovered that the most mundane things in society could be approached differently; I too wanted elegant lamps and pine furniture and beautiful glass. The Swedes were confident, enquiring and cool in their arguments – but the glugging was a problem.



THREE


The Daily Durham

Get into trouble on BBC Radio Durham, and you were sentenced to a stint on the weekly consumer programme. Thursday evening found you sitting in the ops room for Studio 2 – the grand name for the back bedroom of the old pit manager’s house – wondering what you’d done to deserve learning about nine different makes of washing machines. And what they did when on half-spin. And where you could find odd little pockets of fluff in the works. Staring through the glass panel at the earnest circle of the Durham Consumer Group, I used to wonder what motivated people to spend their lives burrowing head-first in washing machines looking for errant fluff.

The Group were a tenacious lot. Not only could they discuss vacuum-cleaner innards for up to two hours, they once continued their deliberations after the floor gave way. An unfamiliar sound had roused me from the obscure bits in Radio Times about Radio Three; peering into the studio, I saw that the Group seemed to have gone missing. But no, there they were: cradled in the centre of a sagging carpet, suspended above the kitchen table only by means of a few carpet tacks, and still banging on about the finer points of hoovering.

On one such evening, I was suddenly summoned by the newsroom. The newsroom: one news producer, an ex-South Shields Gazette sub-editor, to be precise, working downstairs in what had probably been the pit manager’s wife’s tiny breakfast room. A place of four typewriters (one dead), an answering machine (which usually didn’t), a very old copy of Who’s Who (in which nobody in Durham seemed to feature) and the station cat’s basket.

‘Get the radio car out,’ rasped the news producer. I paused. The Consumer Group didn’t exactly tug at my loyalties, but the radio car was a far from glamorous alternative. Eight o’clock at night, probably no petrol, very likely still full of last night’s fish-and-chip feast after the Sports Department’s midweek extravaganza down the Brandon and Byshottles Working Men’s Darts League.

‘Why?’

The producer appeared to be absurdly animated for one dealing with news copy which usually yielded little on a Thursday evening beyond greyhound racing results from Sunderland. Perhaps plague had hit the local pigeon lofts?

‘The gaol,’ he said, breathing heavily. ‘Someone’s out.’

‘Out where?’

I was only called on by the newsroom when they were absolutely desperate. I was (a) a woman and (b) not a member of the NUJ, and (c) I tended to be rather difficult about the conventions of journalism, with a tendency to ask awkward questions like What’s so interesting about vicars who ride motorbikes and fancy big blond busty teenagers? Why shouldn’t they?

‘Out. At large.’ The producer conjured up a scenario redolent of Magwitch and Jack the Ripper, in which Durham was wreathed in mist and terror, prey to a horde of stripy-clad convicts.

I raced out to the radio car. Raced back and got a tape recorder. Ditto to fetch a microphone. Spent a nasty three minutes looking for the radio car keys. Silly me. In the most obvious place. Removed station cat gently. Thank you.

Seizing the wheel of the Austin Hunter estate, emblazoned on the doors: Radio Dur m after a nasty encounter with Crook Town’s goalposts the previous Saturday afternoon (well, I misjudged reversing round the pitch, and the posts didn’t seem all that well embedded, I told the keeper . . .), I hurtled off down the drive.

The radio station was not in the city centre, exactly. Due to a bizarre set of circumstances, in which we were originally meant to be Radio Manchester, the premises had been acquired rather hastily. They were very pleasant: a Victorian country house, quite modest, but with large grounds and a kitchen garden, two and a half miles from the city centre, and hidden behind a modern housing estate, just off the Al. No one could ever find us. This was a mixed blessing. We rarely saw listeners – though this could have been attributable to the minimal audience figures. The inhabitants of the estate initially shut their doors to us. They’d seen our radio car with its strange mast poking out of the roof and were convinced it was the TV licence detector van. On the other hand, we never saw BBC Management from London. Most failed to get off the train at Durham, having drunk too much on realising that we were over three hours north of supposed broadcasting civilisation. The rest could never figure out the directions which involved the Bull, the Duke of Wellington, and a gate which said Private, Do Not Enter.

Still, what’s two and a half miles, when you’re on to a Real Story? Quite a bit, when you’ve missed the first turning, then realised there’s a one-way system past the front of the gaol, and a dead-end; so you get clever and park the radio car next to the churchyard, where there’s a little path through to the pub opposite the prison.

Clutching tape-recorder, mic dangling, stuffing spare tapes into pockets, I galloped down the narrow alleyway, nearly spreadeagling someone coming past the pub.

The scene in front of the gaol was riveting. I stood stock still, as if I’d been delivered on to a film set. Lights, action; it was all there. The little park area was a heaving throng of people, intersected by bonkers Alsatian dogs on long leads, straining everywhere. Police and prison warders were shouting, cursing. I strolled among them, fascinated. They careered in different directions like a rugby scrum on speed. Near the wall of the prison, there was a particularly wild heaving mass. I peered into it, swerving politely as the odd dog or cop scrabbled out. And, just like in the movies, the scrum parted for an instant, to reveal a rather thickset man lying quite contentedly on the ground, somewhat unbothered by the fuss. Mr Probyn had clearly done this sort of thing before.

I wondered if I should ask someone what was going on – Mr Probyn, perhaps, as he seemed to be the centre of attention. No chance. The scrum closed after an instant. No one in uniform, the people I judged to have the most official information, wanted to answer my questions. Most of them were too busy running around and shouting. I stuck my microphone ineffectually in front of anyone I encountered, and gathered an interesting array of curses and bugger-offs and the occasional snippet of information. Eventually a couple of bystanders delivered matter-of-fact descriptions of the entire event, and I began to feel slightly less bewildered.

I headed back to the pub, where I learned Mr Probyn’s name. He didn’t bother with a Christian name; everyone referred to him as Angel Face Probyn. He was doing a very long stretch for murder, and, as I’d niftily surmised, had made a bid for early freedom on other occasions. The pub – which the police had rather pointlessly attempted to clear – was part of the prison officers’ social life, and most of the regulars had joined in the scrum. Those remaining were a fount of information, and I scribbled bits of stuff on a tape box. The idea of bringing a notebook only occurred to me later. About seven years later. Mr Probyn’s short-lived bid for freedom – about six feet from the perimeter wall – was not to be compared with You Know Who, said one of the warders now back at the bar. I stood there dumbly, aware of my lack of information, lack of reporter know-how, obvious ignorance. I bought a drink – I’d seen the movies, it seemed like a good move. Not in Durham though, in the sixties. Independent bird, eh? Eventually, pink with embarrassment and desperate for news, I pleaded for enlightenment, to be told that armed robber and top-security risk John McVicar had done a runner. And, by the look of it, unlike Mr Probyn, had made a success of it.

‘All right now, pet?’ said the barman. ‘Good thing you’re not a reporter, like that lot.’ Gulping my half of lager and lime, I eyed a seedy gaggle of short men in flapping raincoats who’d just surged through the door. The press pack, down from Newcastle. I eavesdropped. I took more notes on the back of the tape box, and wondered if I should start reporting. The pack was busy trying to buy the pub’s telephone – indeed, the whole of Durham’s telephone service, by the sound of the offers being made. I wondered why they didn’t use the phone box on the green and went to try it. A small Durham granny was ensconced, with a tall pile of coins on the shelf in front of her. I opened the heavy door, and she made a practised lunge at me with a glass bottle of lemonade. Sykes’ lemonade, I noticed with irritation, as I retreated. I went to school with Marjorie Sykes. What a nerve!
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