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Praise for Nathaniel’s Nutmeg



‘A magnificent piece of popular history … This is a book to read, reread, then read again to your children’ Independent on Sunday


‘Beautifully touching … To write a book that makes the reader sit in a trance, lost in his passionate desire to pack a suitcase and go to the fabulous place – that, in the end, is something one would give a sack of nutmeg for’ The Spectator


‘Giles Milton tells his adventurous and sometimes grisly tale with relish … The thoroughness and intelligence of his research underpins the lively confidence with which he deploys it’ Times Literary Supplement


‘A truly gripping tale … [Milton’s] research is impeccable … Once embarked upon the journey of the book, one is loath, sometimes unable … to turn back and abandon it’ Sunday Times


Praise for Russian Roulette



‘Giles Milton’s fast-packed account of Britain’s attempts to sabotage Lenin’s revolution reads like a madcap thriller … a rollicking tale … It reads like fiction, but it is, astonishingly, history’ The Times


‘This gripping history of derring-do and invisible ink brings to life the exploits of the British spies who waged war against Russia during the Cold War … [readers] will find themselves as gripped as they would be by the very best of Fleming or le Carré’ Sunday Times Culture


‘A terrific story, told with Milton’s customary fluency and eye for detail’ Mail on Sunday


‘Milton is a compulsive storyteller whose rattling style ensures this is the antithesis of a dry treatise on espionage. And unlike 007, it’s all true’ Daily Express


Praise for Wolfram



‘Giles Milton is one of our most engaging writers of non-fiction. In Wolfram, he writes with deceptive simplicity, matching his effortless style with a fascinating subject to create a page-turning and thought-provoking book’ Victoria Hislop


‘Engrossing … Milton’s book celebrates the heroism of individuals who put lives before ideologies’ Independent


‘A valuable record of what it was like to be sucked into war, and a vivid evocation of the fear and bewilderment of living in the Third Reich’ Guardian


‘Besides being moving and readable, Milton’s social history provides a sympathetic counterbalance to the idea that all wartime Germans were “Hitler’s willing executioners”’ Mail on Sunday


Praise for Samurai William



‘Giles Milton has once again shown himself to be a master of historical narrative … a gripping tale of Jacobean derring-do, a fizzing, real-life, Boys’ Own adventure underpinned by genuine scholarship’ Sunday Times


‘Fascinating detail … Milton is good at portraying eccentric characters and the Englishmen’s shock at the periodic brutality of the Japanese’ Times Literary Supplement


‘A page-turner of a book … an accessible, well-crafted piece of popularised history’ Scotsman
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For Joseph




Part I 

I Never Knew That About Hitler


Göring has only got one ball,


Hitler’s are so very small,


Himmler’s so very similar,


And Goebbels has no balls at all.


The original words to ‘Hitler Has Only Got One Ball’,
 circa August 1939,


attributed to Toby O’Brien, publicist for the British Council




 


 


Hitler’s English Girlfriend 


Unity Mitford was a plain-looking woman with bad teeth and a plump belly. But she had never been troubled by her strange looks, aware that she was more likely to catch the man of her dreams by speaking her mind rather than flaunting her body. 


In the summer of 1934, she travelled to Munich in the hope of meeting her idol, Adolf Hitler. Although he was Führer of Germany, it was relatively easy to see him in public since he spent a great deal of time in the city and ate at the same cafes and restaurants each day. 


When Unity learned that he often had lunch at the Osteria Bavaria, she began eating there as well. She did everything she could to catch his attention. Yet ten months were to pass before Hitler finally invited the persistent English girl to his table. The two of them chatted for half an hour and quickly realized they were soulmates. 


‘It was the most wonderful and beautiful [day] of my life,’ wrote Unity to her father. ‘I am so happy that I wouldn’t mind a bit, dying. I’d suppose I am the luckiest girl in the world. For me he is the greatest man of all time.’


Her feelings were reciprocated. Hitler was particularly intrigued by Unity’s middle name, Valkyrie. And he was fascinated to learn that her grandfather had translated from German the anti-Semitic works of Houston Stewart Chamberlain, one of his favourite authors. 


Hitler began to see more and more of his fair-haired English companion, much to the annoyance of his ‘official’ girlfriend, Eva Braun. ‘She is known as the Valkyrie and looks the part, including her legs,’ wrote Braun scornfully in her diary. ‘I, the mistress of the greatest man in Germany and the whole world, I sit here waiting while the sun mocks me through the window panes.’


Unity was now introduced to members of Hitler’s inner circle. She got along particularly well with the thuggish Julius Streicher, publisher of the vitriolic anti-Semitic newspaper Der Stürmer. 


When Unity delivered a racist diatribe against the Jews, Streicher asked if he could print it in his paper. Unity was flattered. ‘The English have no notion of the Jewish danger,’ began her article. ‘Our worst Jews work only behind the scenes. We think with joy of the day when we will be able to say England for the English! Out with the Jews! Heil Hitler!’ She ended her text with the words: ‘Please publish my name in full, I want everyone to know I am a Jew hater.’


Hitler was so pleased with what Unity had written that he awarded her a golden swastika badge as well as a private box at the 1936 Berlin Olympics. 


She now became one of the Führer’s intimates, visiting him on numerous occasions and constantly expressing her admiration for him. He was no less smitten with her: in 1938, he even offered her an apartment in Munich. Unity had high hopes of replacing Eva Braun in his affections.


By now, her behaviour had aroused the suspicions of the British Secret Service. The head of MI5, Guy Liddell, was particularly alarmed by her closeness to Hitler. He felt that her friendship with him warranted her being put on trial for high treason if she returned to Britain.


Unity refused to leave Germany, even after Britain’s declaration of war on 3 September 1939. Yet she was deeply depressed by what had happened, not least because of the implications it had for her relationship with Hitler.


She took herself to the English Garden in Munich, held to her head the pearl-handled pistol that had been given to her by Hitler and pulled the trigger.


She was badly wounded but, amazingly, survived. Hospitalized in Munich (the bills were paid by Hitler), she was eventually moved to Switzerland. When she had partially recovered, her sister, Deborah, flew to Bern in order to take her home to England. 


‘We were not prepared for what we found: the person lying in bed was desperately ill. She had lost two stone (28 pounds), was all huge eyes and matted hair, untouched since the bullet went through her skull.’


What happened next remains shrouded in mystery. According to the official account, she was taken to the family home at Swinbrook, Oxfordshire. She learned to walk but never made a full recovery. She eventually died in 1948 as a result of meningitis caused by the bullet in her brain.


But there is also a more intriguing story about her return to England. There are rumours, never confirmed, that she was taken to a private maternity hospital in Oxford. Here, in absolute secrecy, she gave birth to Hitler’s love child. 


The woman who made the claim, Val Hann, is the niece of the hospital’s former manager, Betty Norton. Betty had told the story to her sister, who in turn passed it on to Val. 


If true, it would mean that Hitler’s child is quite possibly still alive and living somewhere in England. 


But the facts will never be known for certain: Betty Norton died long ago and the maternity hospital neglected to register the babies who were born during the war. 


Hitler’s American Nephew


He kept his identity a secret until his dying day. None of his neighbours in Patchogue, Long Island, had any idea that William Stuart Houston was actually born William Hitler. Nor did they know that his uncle had been the Führer of Nazi Germany.


It was not until long after William’s death in 1987 that the truth about his identity was made public. But several unanswered questions remain, questions that his sons, three of whom are still alive and living in America, have been unable to answer.


William’s story begins in Edwardian Liverpool. Adolf Hitler’s half-brother, Alois, had moved to the city in 1911. He married his Irish-born lover, Bridgit Dowling, and before long she was pregnant. When baby William was born, the neighbours called him Paddy Hitler.


Alois abandoned his wife and son in 1914 and returned to Germany. An entire decade was to pass before he renewed contact with Bridgit. When he did so, he asked her to allow William to travel to Germany. 


William made a brief trip to see his father in 1929 and then returned four years later for a much longer stay. By now, he was hoping to profit from his uncle’s position as Chancellor of Germany. 


Hitler initially got him a temporary job in a bank. Soon after, he procured him employment in an automobile factory, a job that William disliked intensely. He repeatedly begged his uncle for a better job, but Hitler refused to help his nephew any further. Indeed, William eventually found himself suspended from his work on Hitler’s orders. He was accused of trying to sell cars for his own profit. 


William continued to see Hitler occasionally, but Adolf was no longer the friendly uncle of old. ‘I shall never forget the last time he sent for me,’ wrote William. ‘He was in a brutal temper when I arrived. Walking back and forth, brandishing his horsehide whip … he shouted insults at my head as if he were delivering a political oration. His vengeful brutality on that day made me fear for my physical safety.’


William realized it was time to leave Germany. In February 1939, he sailed for the United States. 


At the outbreak of war William embarked on a lecture tour of the USA, denouncing his Führer-uncle for his extravagant lifestyle. ‘Far from scorning lavish display,’ he told his audiences, ‘he has surrounded himself with luxury more extravagant than any Kaiser ever enjoyed. To decorate his new chancellery in Berlin, every museum in Germany was plundered for priceless carpets, tapestries, paintings.’


When America joined the war, William wrote to President Roosevelt asking for permission to join the US Army. The letter was sent to the FBI, who cleared him for service. According to one paper, his recruiting officer said: ‘Glad to see you, Hitler. My name’s Hess.’


At the war’s end, William set up a medical laboratory that analysed blood samples for hospitals. As the Nuremberg Trials got under way, he tried to make a complete break with his Hitler past. He changed his name to William Stuart Houston and settled with his wife in Long Island. They would eventually have four sons.


William died in 1987 and was buried in anonymity in the same grave as his mother. And there the story might have ended, were it not for an American journalist named David Gardner who began investigating the Hitler family. He eventually stumbled across the strange story of William Hitler, and discovered that members of the Hitler clan were alive and well and living in America. 


The family insist that William hated Hitler until his dying day and they proudly point to his unblemished war record, fighting against Nazi Germany.


Yet two enigmas remain. Why did William Hitler choose as his new name Stuart Houston, one that is strikingly close to the name of Adolf Hitler’s favourite anti-Semitic author, Houston Stewart Chamberlain?


And why did William give his eldest son, Alexander, the middle name Adolf? 


When Hitler Took Cocaine


The injections began shortly after breakfast. As soon as Adolf Hitler finished his bowl of oatmeal and linseed oil he would summon his personal physician, Theodor Morell. 


The doctor would roll up his patient’s sleeve in order to inject an extraordinary cocktail of drugs, many of which are these days classed as dangerous, addictive and illegal. 


Every day for more than nine years, Dr Morell administered amphetamines, barbiturates and opiates in such quantities that he became known as the Reichsmaster of Injections. Some in Hitler’s inner circle wondered if he wasn’t trying to kill the Führer.


But Theodor Morell was far too devoted to Hitler to murder him. A grossly obese quack doctor with acrid halitosis and appalling body odour, he had first met the Führer at a party at the Berghof. 


Hitler had long suffered from ill health, including stomach cramps, diarrhoea and such chronic flatulence that he had to leave the table after each meal in order to expel vast quantities of wind. 


His condition was aggravated by his unconventional diet. He had forsaken meat in 1931 after comparing eating ham to eating a human corpse. Henceforth, he ate large quantities of watery vegetables, pureed or mashed to a pulp. Dr Morell watched the Führer eat one such meal and then studied the consequences. ‘Constipations and colossal flatulence occurred on a scale I have seldom encountered before,’ he wrote. He assured Hitler he had miracle drugs that could cure all of his problems.


He began by administering little black tablets called Dr Küster’s Anti-Gas pills. Hitler took sixteen a day, apparently unaware that they contained quantities of strychnine. Although they alleviated his wind – temporarily – they almost certainly triggered the attention lapses and sallow skin that were to mark his final years. 


Morell next prescribed a type of hydrolysed E. coli bacteria called Mutaflor, which seemed to further stabilize the Führer’s bowel problems. Indeed Hitler was so pleased with the doctor’s work that he invited him to join the inner circle of Nazi elite. Henceforth, Morell was never far from his side.


Along with his stomach cramps, Hitler also suffered from morning grogginess. To alleviate this, Morell injected him with a watery fluid that he concocted from a powder kept in gold-foil packets. He never revealed the active ingredient in this medicine, called Vitamultin, but it worked wonders on every occasion it was administered. Within a few minutes, Hitler would arise from his couch invigorated and full of energy. 


Ernst-Günther Schenck, an SS doctor, grew suspicious of Dr Morell’s miracle cures and managed to acquire one of the packets. When tested in a laboratory, it was found to be amphetamine. 


Hitler was untroubled by what he was given, just so long as the drugs worked. It was not long before he became so dependent on Morell’s ‘cures’ that he placed all his health problems entirely in the doctor’s hands, with disastrous long-term consequences. He directed the invasion of Soviet Russia while being pumped with as many as eighty different drugs, including testosterone, opiates, sedatives and laxatives. According to the doctor’s medical notebooks, he also administered barbiturates, morphine, bull semen and probiotics. 


The most surprising drug that Dr Morell prescribed to the Führer was cocaine. This was occasionally used for medical ailments in 1930s Germany, but always in extremely low dosages and at a concentration of less than one per cent. Morell began administering cocaine to the Führer by means of eye-drops. Aware that Hitler expected to feel better after taking his drugs, he put ten times the amount of cocaine into the drops. Such a concentrated dose may well have triggered the psychotic behaviour that Hitler was to experience in his later years. 


The Führer found cocaine extremely efficacious. According to a cache of medical documents that came to light in America in 2012 (including a forty-seven-page report written by Morell and other doctors who attended the Führer), Hitler soon began to ‘crave’ the drug. It was a clear sign that he was developing a serious addiction. As well as the eye-drops, he now began to snort powdered cocaine ‘to clear his sinuses and soothe his throat’.


Cocaine may have induced a feeling of well-being but it did nothing to boost the Führer’s lack of sexual drive. To overcome this embarrassing condition, Morell began giving him virility injections. These contained extracts from the prostate glands of young bulls. Morell also prescribed a medicine called Testoviron, a medication derived from testosterone. Hitler would have himself injected before spending the night with Eva Braun. 


The long-term effect of taking such drugs, particularly amphetamines, led to increasingly erratic behaviour. The most visible manifestation of this came at a meeting between Hitler and Mussolini in northern Italy. As Hitler tried to persuade his Italian counterpart not to change sides in the war, he became wildly hysterical. According to Third Reich historian Richard Evans: ‘We can be pretty sure Morell gave some tablets to Hitler when he went to see Mussolini … [he was] completely hyper in every way, talking, gabbling, clearly on speed.’


As the war drew to a close, Hitler was in very poor health. Dependent on drugs, his arms were so punctured with hypodermic marks that Eva Braun accused Morell of being an ‘injection quack’. He had turned Hitler into an addict. Yet the doctor continued to hero-worship his beloved Führer and remained with him in his Berlin bunker until almost the end. 


Dr Morell was captured by the Americans soon after the fall of the Third Reich and interrogated for more than two years. One of the officers who questioned him was disgusted by his lack of personal hygiene. 


Morell was never charged with war crimes and he died of a stroke in 1948, shortly after his release from prison. He left behind a cache of medical notebooks that reveal the extraordinary drug addiction of his favourite patient. 


It is ironic that the man charged with restoring Hitler to good health probably did more than anyone else to contribute to his decline. 




Part II 

Jeez, It’s Cold Out There 


Insurance claims for pets on the Titanic who drowned in icy seawater:


Robert W. Daniel


One pedigree French bulldog named Gamin de Pycombe: $750


William Carter


One King Charles Spaniel and one Airedale Terrier: $300


Ella Holmes White


Four roosters and hens: $207.87


Harry Anderson


One chow-chow: $50




 


 


A Corpse on Everest


The corpse was frozen and bleached by the sun. It lay face down in the snow, fully extended and pointing uphill. The upper body was welded to the scree with ice. The arms, still muscular, were outstretched above the head. 


Mountaineer George Mallory had last been sighted on 8 June 1924, when he and Andrew Irvine went missing while attempting to become the first men to reach the summit of Everest. Whether or not they achieved this goal has been the subject of intense speculation for ninety years. 


In the spring of 1999, an American named Eric Simonson set up the Mallory and Irvine Research Expedition. Five experienced mountaineers were sent high onto Everest with the aim of finding the bodies of one or both climbers. 


They had a few clues to help them in their search. In 1975, a Chinese climber named Wang Hung-bao had stumbled across ‘an English dead’ at 26,570 feet (8,100 metres). Wang reported the find to his climbing partner shortly before being swept away by an avalanche. The precise location of the ‘English dead’ was never fixed. 


Eric Simonson’s five-strong team of experienced mountaineers were undeterred. Conrad Anker, Dave Hahn, Jake Norton, Andy Politz and Tap Richards were determined to succeed, even though the odds were stacked against them. 


Their search was concentrated on a wide snow-terrace the size of twelve football pitches. Tilted at a crazy angle, the terrace lay above 26,000 feet. The men knew that if they lost their balance, the thirty-degree slope would carry them down a 7,000-foot drop to the Rongbuk Glacier.


On 1 May, Conrad Anker was combing the slope when he raised a cry. He had spotted a corpse, white as alabaster, sticking out of the ice. The rest of the team made their way towards him and began chipping the corpse from its frozen resting place. As they dug, they studied the body with care. The tibia and fibula of the right leg were broken, the right elbow was dislocated and the right side also badly damaged. The climbing rope had wrapped itself tightly around the ribcage. 


It didn’t take long to identify the body. When Tap Richards looked inside the clothing, he found a name-tag: G Mallory. 


‘Maybe it was the altitude and the fact that we’d all put aside our oxygen gear,’ said Dave Hahn, ‘but it took a while for reality to sink in. We were in the presence of George Mallory himself.’ 


The question that remained unanswered was whether or not Mallory and Irvine had made it to the summit. Did they die on their way up? Or on their way down? 


The team hoped they might find Mallory’s camera: experts at Kodak had said that the film, though old, might yet be developed. But when the men reached inside the pouch around Mallory’s neck, they found only a metal tin of stock cubes: ‘Brand & Co. Savoury Meat Lozenges’.


There was other evidence as well: a brass altimeter, a pocketknife, a monogrammed handkerchief and a pair of undamaged sun goggles in an inside pocket.


The goggles were potentially an important clue as to what had happened on that day in 1924. Just a few days before his attempt on the summit, Mallory’s second climbing partner, Edward Norton, had suffered serious snow-blindness because he’d neglected to wear his goggles. 


Mallory would not have dispensed with his goggles if climbing in daylight. The fact they were in his pocket suggested that the two men had completed their push for the summit in sunlight and were making their descent after dark. 


No less interesting was an envelope found on Mallory’s body. It was covered in numbers: pressure readings of the oxygen bottles they were carrying. It had long been believed that the climbers didn’t have enough oxygen to get them to the summit. But the numbers showed that the two climbers were carrying five, perhaps six canisters – more than enough to get to the top of the mountain. 


More tantalizing was an item that the searchers had expected to find on Mallory’s body. He was known to have been carrying a photograph of his wife, Ruth, which he had vowed to leave on the summit. The photo was nowhere to be found, even though his wallet and other papers were intact. 


The men who found Mallory were able to piece together a plausible scenario as to what happened on the fateful evening of his death. It is a story of adventure and tragic error – one that ultimately led to his doom. 


It is late in the evening of 8 June, long after twilight, and the two climbers are still high on the mountain. Exhausted and with failing oxygen supplies, they are desperate to reach safety. As they cross a notoriously treacherous layer of marble and phyllite known as the ‘Yellow Band’, one of the two climbers slips. 


It may well have been Mallory. If so, his fall is halted by the rope, which dashes him into a rocky outcrop. His ribs are instantly broken and his elbow is dislocated. But he is held there by the rope, dangling in a void.


And then, unexpectedly, the rope snaps and he plunges through the darkness. He lands on a steep shelf of snow, snapping his tibia and fibula. But still he doesn’t stop. Gravity drags him down the North Face at tremendous speed. 


He is terrified and in appalling pain, but still conscious and trying to save himself. In desperation, he clutches at frozen scree, digging his fingers into the ice. Faster and faster he slides until his forehead smashes into a jagged outcrop of rock. It punctures a hole in his head. 


He comes to a standstill at the same time as he loses consciousness. Pain and hypothermia rapidly take over. Within minutes, George Mallory is dead. 


Irvine, meanwhile, has almost certainly met with a similar fate. He has fallen, seriously injured, and is also suffering from hypothermia. Within a few minutes of Mallory’s death he, too, has succumbed to the cold. 


But had they already made it to the summit? Were they the first to scale Everest? It is a question that Eric Simonson’s team was unable to answer with absolute certainty. The discovery of Mallory’s body was a remarkable find, but the riddle is likely to remain unsolved unless or until the camera is found. 


One person alone has felt able to say whether or not Mallory and Irvine deserve the title of ‘conquerors of Everest’. Mallory’s son, John, was just three years old when he lost his father. To him, George Mallory’s failure to return home provided all the answers he needed. ‘To me,’ he said, ‘the only way you achieve a summit is to come back alive. The job is only half done if you don’t get down again.’



Drunk on the Titanic


It was 14 April 1912. Charles Joughin had finally fallen asleep after a hard day’s work in the ship’s kitchens. Suddenly, he was woken by a tremendous jolt. He felt the vessel shudder violently beneath him. Then, after a momentary pause, it continued moving forward.


Joughin was puzzled but not unduly alarmed. He knew that icebergs had been sighted in the water; he also knew that Captain Edward Smith had ordered a change of course, steering the Titanic onto a more southerly route in order to avoid potential disaster. Assuming that the danger had passed, Joughin tried to return to sleep. But at about 11.35 p.m., just a few minutes after the jolt, he was summoned to the bridge. Here, he was given some most unwelcome information. 


Captain Smith had sent an inspection team below decks to see if anything was wrong. The men had returned with the terrible news that the ship had struck an iceberg and that the force of the blow had seriously buckled the hull. Rivets had been forced out over a length of some ninety metres and seawater was now gushing into the ship at a tremendous rate. 


This news might have been expected to cause panic. Yet it didn’t. Most people believed the Titanic to be unsinkable. She had watertight compartments that could be closed in the event of disaster. This meant that even the most serious damage to the ship’s hull could be contained. 


But now, in this moment of crisis, these watertight compartments were revealed to have a catastrophic design flaw. As they filled with water, so they weighed down the ship’s bow, allowing water to pour into other areas of the stricken vessel. A fourth, fifth and then a sixth compartment had already filled with water: it became obvious to Captain Smith that the Titanic was doomed to sink.


Joughin, the Titanic’s chief baker, now swung into action. He aroused his fellow chefs from their beds and began to gather all the loaves of bread they could find. They then rushed back on deck and put four loaves into each lifeboat. They already knew that there were not enough boats for all the passengers. The Titanic had 2,223 people on board, yet there were only enough lifeboats for 1,178 people. 


Charles Joughin realized that he, as a member of crew, would not be given a place in a lifeboat. As the ship began listing at an alarming angle, he decided to drink himself into oblivion. He descended into his cabin, downed a huge quantity of whisky (according to one account he finished off two bottles). He then returned to the deck and, with drunken energy, began pushing women into the lifeboats. 


Once this was done, he staggered along the heavily listing promenade deck, wondering how long it would take for the ship to sink. He threw overboard some fifty deckchairs, along with other seats and cushions, in the hope that people in the water might be able to use them as rafts. 


It was not long before he, too, found himself in the freezing Atlantic. ‘I got onto the starboard side of the poop,’ he later recalled, ‘and found myself in the water. I do not believe my head went under the water at all. I thought I saw some wreckage.’


He swam towards this floating debris, not feeling the cold on account of all the whisky he had drunk, ‘and found a collapsible boat B with Lightoller and about twenty-five men on it’.


There was no room for Joughin. ‘I tried to get on,’ he said, ‘but was pushed off, but I hung around. I got around to the opposite side and cook Maynard, who recognized me, helped me and held on to me.’


By this time, it was a miracle Joughin was still alive. The water temperature was two degrees below freezing. Most passengers and crew who had jumped into the water had died of hypothermia within fifteen minutes. 


Yet Joughin was to remain in the water for a further four hours before he was finally pulled aboard a lifeboat that came alongside collapsible boat B. Along with the other survivors, he was eventually rescued by the RMS Carpathia, which arrived at the wreck site at 4.10 a.m. 


Joughin believed that his extraordinary survival was due to the vast quantity of whisky he had drunk. Not so fortunate were 1,517 of his fellow crew and passengers. They died in the water, sober and cold.


The Titanic catastrophe was not Joughin’s last shipwreck. He was on board the SS Oregon when she sank in Boston Harbour. He survived that disaster as well, although it is not known if he had once again fortified himself with a bottle or two of whisky.


The Man Who Was Buried Alive


Augustine Courtauld, a young London stockbroker, was bored with his job. He was bored with the paperwork. He was bored with his colleagues. He was desperate to do something more exciting with his life. 


In 1930, he learned that volunteers were being recruited for an expedition to conduct weather observations at Icecap Station, a purpose-built post on the Greenland ice sheet. It was 2,600 metres above sea level and 112 miles west of the expedition’s main base. And it was very, very cold.


Weather data for Arctic Greenland was desperately needed. The quickest air route from Europe to North America was over the ice sheet, but no one knew what the weather was like, especially in the winter months. Augustine Courtauld went to find out.


He travelled from the coast with a party whose task was to supply the weather station with enough food and fuel for two men. ‘But atrocious weather had so slowed down the journey that most of the food intended for the station was eaten on the way there. It looked as if the place would have to be closed down.’ So wrote one of the men accompanying the supply party.


Courtauld thought that it would be a shame to abandon the expedition simply because there was not enough food. ‘I worked out that I could last out alone for five months,’ he later wrote. ‘As I had frostbite in my toes, I had no wish to make the journey back. So I decided to stay on my own and keep the station going.’


Frostbitten toes is an eccentric reason for choosing to stay on the Greenland ice sheet in midwinter, but to Courtauld it had a certain logic. He could at least put his feet up for a few months.


Soon after settling into his new home it began to snow. Hard. His small tent was buried by drifting snow until only the tip of the ventilator pipe poked above the surface. Soon he was completely snowed in and effectively buried alive.


His supplies of food and fuel were rapidly depleted and he had no communication with the outside world. But he remained confident that a rescue team would eventually find him. 


‘As each month passed without relief, I felt more and more certain of its arrival,’ he later wrote. ‘By the time I was snowed in I had no doubts on the matter, which was a great comfort to my mind. I will not attempt any explanation of this, but leave it as a fact, which was very clear to me during that time, that while powerless to help myself, some outer force was in action on my side and I wasn’t fated to leave my bones on the Greenland ice cap.’


Never once did he despair. Instead, he dreamed of roaring fires and his wife, Mollie, singing to him. He also prayed that Gino Watkins, with whom he had travelled to the base, would soon be coming to the rescue.


‘I began to feel complete confidence,’ he wrote. ‘I knew that even if Gino was having to wait for better weather, he wouldn’t let me down. I began to realize that I should not be left to die. I came to know that I was held by Everlasting Arms.’


On 5 May, exactly five months after he was left alone, the Primus gave its last gasp. ‘Very soon, there was a noise like a football match overhead. They had come! A hole of brilliant daylight appeared in the roof. There was Gino’s voice saying: “Put these on.” He handed me a pair of snow-glasses. How different it was from the last time I had seen the outside world! It was May and now dazzling sunshine. I had not realized it would be like this. 


‘They lost no time in pulling me out and I found I was quite all right. My legs were a bit weak. We set out for home next day. I rode on a sledge the whole way, reading The Count of Monte Cristo. Conditions were good and we completed the journey in five days. It had taken us six weeks on the way up.’


Courtauld declined to return to his former life as a stockbroker after his Greenland experience. Instead, he undertook an extraordinary six-hundred-mile journey down the unmapped Greenland coastline, travelling in an eighteen-foot open whaleboat.


It was more interesting than sitting behind a desk in London.




Part III 

Hell in Japan


Just before the collision it is essential that you do not shut your eyes for a moment so as not to miss the target. Many have crashed into the targets with wide-open eyes. They will tell you what fun they had.


Instructions to Second World War kamikaze pilots: 


Kamikaze, by Albert Axell and Hideaki Kase




 


 


The Long War of Hiroo Onoda


His home was a dense area of rainforest and he lived on the wild coconuts that grew in abundance. His principal enemy was the army of mosquitoes that arrived with each new shower of rain. But for Hiroo Onoda there was another enemy, one that remained elusive. 


Unaware that the Second World War had ended twenty-nine years earlier, he was still fighting a lonely guerrilla war in the jungles of the Philippines.


The Americans had landed on Lubang Island in February 1945. Six months later, the Second World War had come to an end. Yet Hiroo Onoda and his small band of men had never received any orders to lay down their weapons. Rather, they’d been instructed to fight to the bitter end. Onoda was still carrying out these orders in 1974: his story is one of courage, farce and loyalty gone mad.


Hiroo Onoda was born to be a soldier. He had enlisted in the Imperial Japanese Army at the age of twenty, receiving training in intelligence and guerrilla warfare. In December 1944, he and a small group of elite soldiers were sent to Lubang Island in the Philippines. 


Their mission was to destroy the island’s little airstrip and port facilities. They were prohibited, under any circumstances, from surrendering or committing suicide. ‘You are absolutely forbidden to die by your own hand,’ read Onoda’s military order. ‘So long as you have one soldier, you are to continue to lead him. You may have to live on coconuts. If that’s the case, live on coconuts! Under no circumstances are you [to] give up your life voluntarily.’


Onoda was unsuccessful in destroying Lubang’s landing facilities, enabling American and Philippine forces to capture the island in February 1945. Most of the Japanese soldiers were either taken prisoner or killed. But Onoda and three others fled to the hills, from where they vowed to continue the fight. 


Lubang Island was small: sixteen miles long and just six miles wide. Yet it was covered in dense forest and the four Japanese soldiers found it easy to remain in hiding. They spent their time conducting guerrilla activities, killing at least thirty Filipinos in one attack and clashing with the police on several other occasions. 


In October 1945, the men stumbled across a leaflet that read: ‘The war ended on August 15. Come down from the mountains.’ Onoda did not believe it: he was convinced it was Allied propaganda.


A couple of months later, the men found a second leaflet that had been dropped from the air. It was a surrender order issued by General Tomoyuki Yamashita, Commander of the Fourteenth Army. Once again, Onoda and his men did not believe it to be genuine and vowed to continue Japanese resistance.


Four long years passed and still the little band were living in the forest. But by now, one of the four – Yuichi Akatsu – had had enough. He abandoned his comrades, surrendered to the Filipino army and returned to Japan. He informed the army that three of his comrades still believed the war to be ongoing. 


Another two years passed before family photographs and letters were dropped into the forest on Lubang Island. Onoda found the parcels but was convinced it was all part of an elaborate trick. He and his two companions remained determined to continue fighting until the bitter end. They had little equipment and almost no provisions. They survived by eating coconuts and bananas and occasionally killing a cow. 


Their living conditions were abominable. There was tropical heat, constant rain and infestations of rats. All the while they slept in makeshift huts made from branches. 


Years rolled into decades and the men began to feel the effects of age. One of Onoda’s comrades was killed by local Filipinos in 1954. Another lived for a further eighteen years before being shot in October 1972. He and Onoda had been engaged in a guerrilla raid on Lubang’s food supplies when they got caught in a shoot-out. 


Onoda was now alone, the last Japanese soldier still fighting the Second World War, a conflict that had ended twenty-seven years earlier. By now his struggle had become a lonely one, yet he refused to lay down his arms. He was still conducting guerrilla raids in the spring of 1974, when a travelling Japanese student, Norio Suzuki, managed to track him down and make contact with him. 


Suzuki broke the news that the war had ended a long time previously. Onoda refused to believe it. He told Suzuki he would never surrender until he received specific orders to that effect from his superior officer. 


Only now did the Japanese government get involved in trying to bring Onoda’s war to an end. They managed to locate his previous commanding officer, Major Taniguchi, who was fortunately still alive. The major was flown to Lubang Island in order to tell Onoda in person to lay down his weapons. 


On 9 March 1974 he was finally successful. ‘Japan’, he said to Onoda, ‘had lost the war and all combat activity was to cease immediately.’ 


Onoda was officially relieved from military duties and told to hand over his rifle, ammunition and hand grenades. He was both stunned and horrified by what Major Taniguchi had told him. ‘We really lost the war!’ were his first words. ‘How could they [the Japanese army] have been so sloppy?’


When he returned to Japan, he was feted as a national hero. But Onoda disliked the attention and found Japan a mere shadow of the noble imperial country he had served for so many years. He felt sure that if more soldiers had been prepared to fight to the bitter end, just like him, then Japan might have won the war. 


The Kamikaze Pilot Who Survived


They were almost the same age – two young Japanese pilots who had joined the elite Tokkotai Special Attack Squadron. Now they had volunteered their services as kamikaze fighters prepared to sacrifice their lives for Japan. 


It was spring 1945. Shigeyoshi Hamazono and Kiyoshi Ogawa were about to embark on their final mission, a devastating attack on American warships based in the waters around Okinawa.


Operation Kikusui was planned as a rolling wave of kamikaze attacks involving more than 1,500 planes. But the mission did not go entirely to plan, as Shigeyoshi Hamazono was soon to discover.


Hamazono had volunteered to serve in the Japanese military after the bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941. His mother was appalled: ‘She wrote me a letter with the only words she could manage: “Don’t be defeated. Don’t die.”’ This injunction seemed a forlorn one, for Hamazono was selected to take part in Operation Kikusui. 


Service in the Special Attack Squadrons was supposed to be entirely voluntary. The pilots in Hamazono’s group had previously been given a recruitment form and told to mark it with a circle if they volunteered, or a cross if they declined.


‘Three men marked a cross,’ recalled Hamazono, ‘and they were forced to go anyway. I felt hatred towards those officers who made them go like that.’ 


Hamazono himself was given little choice when nominated for Operation Kikusui. He was called by the commander and told that he’d been selected for the following day’s attack.


‘As a military pilot, there was no way to say no … It was my duty. That night, all I thought about was my mission.’


He had already survived one abortive suicide mission: his plane had developed technical failure and he had been forced to return to base. Now he was despatched on what was supposed to be his final attack. He climbed into his Mitsubishi Zero fighter, knowing that he would never see his family again. 


Before heading out towards the US fleet, he flew over his hometown and dropped a hachimaki headband with the words: ‘Hope you are well, goodbye.’ It was a symbolic farewell.


His comrade-in-arms, Kiyoshi Ogawa, was rather more enthusiastic. He had been desperate to join the kamikaze squadron and was looking forward to the attack. He had no second thoughts as he climbed into his plane for his final mission. 


Ogawa was one of the first to approach the American ships. As he did so, his plane came under sustained anti-aircraft fire. Undaunted, he kept flying directly towards his target, the American aircraft carrier USS Bunker Hill. When he was overhead, he pushed his plane into a steep dive, simultaneously dropping a 550lb bomb. 


The warhead penetrated Bunker Hill’s flight deck and exploded, setting fire to fuel. The flames spread to the refuelled planes on deck, which promptly exploded. Ogawa just had time to see the carnage he had caused before delivering his coup de grâce, crashing the plane into the ship’s burning control tower. 


There was utter devastation on board. The explosion killed many of Bunker Hill’s pilots waiting inside the ‘ready room’, burning up the oxygen and asphyxiating the men.


Hamazono was also intent on hitting his target ship. But as he neared the American fleet, he noticed that a squadron of US fighters had been scrambled to engage him. 


There followed a dangerous thirty-five-minute dogfight, with Hamazono dodging the American bullets while at the same time trying to identify his target far below. ‘At the end of the dogfight, I could see them coming at me again from a long way off. I was certain that I would be killed in a matter of seconds. But as they got closer, they banked and flew off. I still can’t work out why they did that.’ 


Hamazono was by now flying an aircraft riddled with holes. He also had severe cuts and burns to both his face and hands. As darkness was approaching, he decided to limp back to the Japanese mainland rather than press on with his attack. ‘I was burned all over and only had five of my teeth left.’ His mission was at an end. 


Hamazono was not selected for another kamikaze raid. The war was almost over and he had lost all desire to die inside his plane. 


For many years afterwards, he and the handful of other surviving kamikaze pilots had to live with the stigma of having survived a mission that ought to have claimed their lives. 


‘They used to tell us that the last words of the pilots were: “Long live the Emperor!”’ says Hamazono. ‘But I am sure that was a lie. They cried out what I would have cried. They called for their mothers.’


Surviving Hiroshima and Nagasaki


Tsutomu Yamaguchi was travelling across Hiroshima on a public tram when he heard the droning sound of an aircraft engine in the skies above. 


He thought nothing of it. After all, it was wartime and planes were forever passing above the city. He was unaware that the engines belonged to the US bomber Enola Gay, and that it was just seconds away from dropping a thirteen-kiloton uranium atomic bomb on the city. 


As the plane approached its target at 8.15 a.m. on 6 August 1945, Yamaguchi was just stepping off the tram. He glanced at the sky and noticed a bomber passing overhead. He also saw two small parachutes. And then, quite without warning, all hell broke loose. 


‘[There was] a great flash in the sky and I was blown over.’ The massive nuclear warhead had exploded less than three kilometres from the spot where he was standing. 


The bomb was detonated at six hundred metres above Hiroshima. As Yamaguchi swung his gaze upwards he saw a vast mushroom-shaped pillar of fire rising high into the sky. Seconds later, he passed out. The blast caused his eardrums to rupture and the flash of light left him temporarily blinded. 


The heat of the explosion was so intense that it left him with serious burns over the left side of his body. When he eventually regained consciousness, he crawled to a shelter and tried to make sense of what had happened. Fortunately, he stumbled across three colleagues, who had also survived. All were young engineers working for the shipbuilder Mitsubishi Heavy Industries. They had been unlucky enough to be sent to Hiroshima on the very day of the bombing. 


They spent the night together in an air-raid shelter, nursing their burns and wounds. Then, on the following morning, they ventured out of their shelter and picked their way through the charred and molten ruins. As they approached the nearest functioning railway station they passed piles of burnt and dying bodies. Their aim was to catch one of the few working trains back to their hometown of Nagasaki, some 200 miles away. 


Yamaguchi was in a poor state and went to have his wounds bandaged as soon as he reached Nagasaki. But by 9 August, after just two days of convalescence, he felt well enough to struggle into work. 


His boss and his co-workers listened in horrified amazement as he described the unbelievable destruction that a single bomb had managed to cause. He told them how the explosion had melted metal and evaporated entire parts of the city. His boss, Sam, simply didn’t believe him. 


‘You’re an engineer,’ he barked. ‘Calculate it. How could one bomb destroy a whole city?’ 


At the exact moment he said these words – 11.02 a.m. – there was a blinding white flash that penetrated to the heart of the room. Yamaguchi’s tender skin was once again pricked with heat and he crashed to the ground. ‘I thought that the mushroom cloud followed me from Hiroshima,’ he said later.


The US Air Force had dropped their second nuclear warhead – Fat Man – named after Winston Churchill. It was much larger than the Hiroshima device, a twenty-five-kiloton plutonium bomb that exploded in the bowl of the valley where Nagasaki is situated. 


The destruction was more confined but even more intense than at Hiroshima. Some 74,000 were killed and a similar number injured. 


Yamaguchi, his wife and his baby son miraculously survived and spent much of the following week in an air-raid shelter near what was left of their home. Five days later, they heard the news that Emperor Hirohito had announced Japan’s surrender.


Yamaguchi’s survival of both nuclear explosions was little short of miraculous. Yet it was later discovered that he was one of 160 people known to have lived through both bombings. 


In 1957, he was recognized as a hibakusha or ‘explosion affected person’. But it was not until 2009 that he was officially allowed to describe himself as an eniijuu hibakusha or double bomb survivor. 


The effects of the double bombing left its scars, both mental and physical. Yamaguchi lost the hearing in his left ear as a result of the Hiroshima explosion. He also lost his hair temporarily. His daughter would later recall that he was swathed in bandages until she reached the age of twelve. 


Yamaguchi became an outspoken opponent of nuclear weapons until he was well advanced in years, at which point he began to suffer from the long-term effects of the exposure to radiation. His wife developed liver and kidney cancer in 2008 and died soon after. Yamaguchi himself developed acute leukaemia and died in 2010 at the age of ninety-three. His longevity was extraordinary, as he knew only too well. He viewed his long life as a ‘path planted by God’. 


‘It was my destiny that I experienced this twice and I am still alive to convey what happened,’ he said towards the end of his life.




Part IV 

Ladies in Disguise


In final effect my outfit might deceive any eye; it revealed a thick-set and plump figure, finished by a somewhat small head and a boyish face. 


Dorothy Lawrence admires her disguise as a First World War soldier 




 


 


Agatha Christie’s Greatest Mystery


At shortly after 9.30 p.m. on Friday 3 December 1926, Agatha Christie got up from her armchair and climbed the stairs of her Berkshire home. She kissed her sleeping daughter Rosalind, aged seven, goodnight and made her way back downstairs again. Then she climbed into her Morris Cowley and drove off into the night. She would not be seen again for eleven days. 


Her disappearance would spark one of the largest manhunts ever mounted. Agatha Christie was already a famous writer and more than one thousand policemen were assigned to the case, along with hundreds of civilians. For the first time, aeroplanes were also involved in the search. 


The Home Secretary, William Joynson-Hicks, urged the police to make faster progress in finding her. Two of Britain’s most famous crime writers, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes, and Dorothy L. Sayers, author of the Lord Peter Wimsey series, were drawn into the search. Their specialist knowledge, it was hoped, would help find the missing writer. 


It didn’t take long for the police to locate her car. It was found abandoned on a steep slope at Newlands Corner near Guildford. But there was no sign of Agatha Christie herself, nor was there any evidence that she had been involved in an accident. 


As the first day of investigations progressed into the second and third – and there was still no sign of her – speculation began to mount. The press had a field day, inventing ever more lurid theories as to what might have happened. 


It was the perfect tabloid story, with all the elements of an Agatha Christie whodunnit. Close to the scene of the car accident was a natural spring known as the Silent Pool, where two young children were reputed to have died. Some journalists ventured to suggest that the novelist had deliberately drowned herself. 


Yet her body was nowhere to be found and suicide seemed unlikely, for her professional life had never looked so optimistic. Her sixth novel, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, was selling well and she was already a household name. 


Some said the incident was nothing more than a publicity stunt, a clever ruse to promote her new book. Others hinted at a far more sinister turn of events. There were rumours that she had been murdered by her husband, Archie Christie, a former First World War pilot and serial philanderer. He was known to have a mistress.


Arthur Conan Doyle, a keen occultist, tried using paranormal powers to solve the mystery. He took one of Christie’s gloves to a celebrated medium in the hope that it would provide answers. It did not. 


Dorothy Sayers visited the scene of the writer’s disappearance to search for possible clues. This proved equally futile. 


By the second week of the search, the news had spread around the world. It even made the front page of the New York Times. 


Not until 14 December, fully eleven days after she disappeared, was Agatha Christie finally located. She was found safe and well in a hotel in Harrogate, but in circumstances so strange that they raised more questions than they solved. Christie herself was unable to provide any clues to what had happened. She remembered nothing. It was left to the police to piece together what might have taken place. 

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
JOHN MURRAY






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
GILES MILTON

e, o ‘Milton has a terrific
b cye for the kind of

detail that can bring

the past vividly to life’
The Spectator

FASCINATING FOOTNOTES FROM

HISTORY








