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Preface


The journalist in Bill Deedes had wanted his memorial service to be held in the hacks’ church, St Bride’s in Fleet Street, but in the end his life was celebrated in the most martial of settings, at the Guards Chapel, Wellington Barracks, on a crisp autumn day. With unconvincing self-deprecation, Deedes had told his son Jeremy that the cramped St Bride’s would be more than ample for the modest crowd that could be expected to turn out to mark the passing of a ninety-four-year-old newspaper reporter. Bill was overruled and, inevitably, even the much larger Guards Chapel struggled to contain the throng of seven hundred who managed to secure entrance to the ticket-only service.

At first glance the service might have seemed a rather grand, establishment affair. The Queen and Princess Alexandra sent representatives; the Lord-Lieutenant for Greater London and Baroness Thatcher were there, and so was David Cameron, whom Deedes thought had deserved a little more support than he got from the Telegraph in his first months as Tory leader. All the charities Deedes had championed over the years sent officials, many of them personal friends. His old regiment, the King’s Royal Rifle Corps, was properly represented and there was a vast contingent of present and former Telegraph staff and other journalists drawn from more widely around Fleet Street. Then there were people who, on their application for tickets, honestly stated they had never met W. F. Deedes, but wanted to attend because they were devoted readers of his work.

Deedes might have lost the argument over the location of the memorial service, but he prevailed in setting its tone. Jeremy Deedes nodded at his father’s Abyssinian adventures by reading from Evelyn Waugh’s Scoop; Lucy Deedes, Bill’s youngest child, read from A Crime Wave at Blandings by another of their father’s favourite authors, P. G. Wodehouse. Charles Moore, the former Telegraph editor, gave an address of perfect pitch, recalling that Deedes had asked him to speak up for him ‘because you know the funny side’. So Moore fondly teased him, for his bright red socks, his 1930s suits, and his famous malapropisms – ‘I smell the finger of the Labour party in this one’ – before concluding that it was impossible even to think about Bill without smiling.

Deedes loved a joke, and he saw no reason why there shouldn’t be a few on the other side of the grave. So after a trumpeter sounded Last Post and Reveille, the Regimental Band of the Grenadier Guards struck up ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’, the freedom song that became South Africa’s national anthem. It was an incongruous last request from a man who, as a backbench Tory MP in the 1960s, had spoken up for old Rhodesia, but then he was the first to acknowledge that ideological consistency had never been the hallmark of his political career.

That memorial service, on 26 November 2007, might be regarded as my last encounter with Bill Deedes. The first came in 1986 when I joined the Daily Telegraph and he escorted me to my first experience at that theatre of the absurd, the King & Keys, the ghastliest pub in all Fleet Street. This was just after he had ceased being editor and was embarking on the last, glorious phase of his career. Thereafter he proved to be the most delightful journalistic ally, taking me for dinner during his frequent travels while I was based abroad for the paper, and always giving me lunch at Paradiso e Inferno, a trattoria in the Strand which he favoured because it had successfully resisted all culinary trends to have emerged since the early 1970s, when I was in London on leave. Thus I had known Deedes for eighteen years when I wrote to him in 2004 asking permission to embark on his biography. He responded as he always did when a matter of importance had to be discussed: he booked his usual downstairs booth at Paradiso. Over pink gins, Parma ham, melon balls and whitebait, he gave his blessing to the project, on the grounds that it was probably better I did it ‘rather than some hooligan from the Guardian’. He warned me that I would find ‘no choir boys, or tarts from Maida Vale’ rattling around in his cupboards, and sadly he was right about that. He imposed a single condition upon me, that the book appear after his death. This was partly because in his lifetime Deedes wanted to be regarded as a working journalist rather than a national treasure, and he was never reconciled to the modern habit of journalists writing about each other.

But I think he insisted on the posthumous condition also because he knew any biography would delve into personal and family matters, which he had no wish to be aired while he was around. His autobiography, Dear Bill, was magisterially unrevealing about his family and his feelings on a number of subjects, including his father’s squandering of the vast family fortune and the terminal illness of his second son, Julius. The inadequacies of that autobiography left gaps in his story that I hope, with this authorised biography, to fill.

One of the pleasures in writing this book was the universal cooperation I encountered when researching his life. Almost everyone adored Deedes, or – if they didn’t know him personally – the idea of him. Friends and colleagues from his many lives in journalism, war, politics and humanitarian relief all spoke to me freely and generously.

Deedes had a Victorian attitude to record keeping and I began my researches with the vast archive he had accumulated during his long life, beginning with prep school reports from the 1920s and concluding with records of his trips to Africa and elsewhere in the new millennium. In the intervening years he kept the strangest things: letters from his tailor in the 1930s; boarding passes from flights taken in the 1970s; receipts for underwear purchased in the 1990s. He did not keep a diary as such, but it was his practice to make contemporaneous notes of important or interesting events and of all foreign trips, and then to file them. The archive was massive, but not, I came to suspect, entirely comprehensive. I don’t think he set about weeding the archive when he gave permission for me to write his biography. Rather, I suspect, hostile letters or records of family difficulties were discarded at the time, while anything that was pleasant or complimentary was kept. That was the nature of his personality, for he had no interest in conducting feuds, settling scores, or dwelling on unhappy personal episodes.

It is difficult to write the biography of a close colleague, particularly one who was still alive when the majority of the research was carried out. I have tried to be objective and not overly influenced by our adventures over the years in Africa, America and Asia. Re-reading the manuscript in preparation for publication, I was surprised that I had had the temerity to appear sometimes critical of his behaviour. I hope his family, and his legions of fans, will not be offended by this impertinence. Because I knew him as a colleague over the last two decades of his life, I occasionally intrude into the narrative that follows, and I hope the reader will indulge brief cameo appearances.

I set out to write this book not just because Deedes’s life was interesting in itself, but because his career spanned most of the great events of the twentieth century. He was there, or thereabouts, sometimes as a participant, but usually as an observer, with a reporter’s studied detachment. Throughout his life, Deedes proved elusive to his political and journalistic colleagues, even to his own children, who paid the price for his stringent sense of public duty and his devoted loyalty to the Telegraph. I revered Deedes as a journalist and treasured him as a colleague, but I never penetrated the layers of emotional reserve while he was alive, partly, I think, because he was better at engaging with humanity in the round rather than with the individual. I hope with this biography that even if I have failed to penetrate the Deedesian reserve, I have managed to navigate my way around it.

I should like to thank the following people who assisted me in the writing of this book, either by agreeing to be interviewed or by providing background information such as letters, photographs, or unpublished memoirs.

Ian Aitken; Araminta, Lady Aldington; Anne Allport; Frances Banks; Anne Barrow of the Ashford Conservative Association; Sir Benjamin Bathurst; Rita Boswell, the Harrow School archivist; Ethna Bradbury; Craig Brown; Caroline Burnaby-Atkins; John Butterwick; John Carlin; Lord Carrington; Jane Clark; Michael Cockerell; Victoria Combe; Penny Cranford; Sue Davey; Anna Deedes; George Deedes; Jeremy Deedes; Kate Fassett; Margaret, Lady FitzWalter; Kim Fletcher; Simon Foster; Richard Frost; the late Lord Gilmour; Stephen Glover; Roy Greenslade; Cassandra Hall; Jonathan Hall; Sir Max Hastings; Selina Hastings; Tim Heald; Simon Heffer; Ian Hislop; Andrew Hutchinson; Richard Ingrams; Boris Johnson; the late Frank Johnson; Ian Jones; Lord Latymer; Sue Lawley; the Reverend Richard Love; Peter Macdiarmid; Professor Judith Marsh of St George’s Hospital, Tooting; Sinclair McKay; the late Stephen McWatters; Juliet Means; Charlie Methven; Drummond Money-Coutts; Rosie Money-Coutts; Sophia Money-Coutts; Charles Moore; Sally Muggeridge; George Newkey-Burden; Dorina Paparritor; Edward Pearce; the late Hermione Phipps; Simon Prior-Palmer; David Profumo; the late Lord Rawlinson; Tom Rhodes; Alec Russell; Sue Ryan; Lord Ryder; Sarah Sands; Louise Simester; Sir Donald Sinden; Jill Southey; Kate Summerscale; Derek Taylor Thompson; Carol Thatcher; Dick Tower; Abbie Trayler-Smith; Ion Trewin; Marilyn Tweddle; David Twiston Davies; Alan Watkins; Alexander Waugh; Frances Welch; Sir Peregrine Worsthorne; Mariya Zlatinova.

I am grateful to the staff at the London Library, the British Library, the National Archives at Kew and the Bodleian at Oxford, which holds the Conservative Party archive. My mother, Barbara Robinson, originally suggested to me that I should write this biography. David Miller, my agent, never wavered in his enthusiasm for the project, nor in his commitment to convivial lunches in the best tradition of old Fleet Street. Michael Kallenbach and Robert Taylor kindly lent me their cottage in Wiltshire at a crucial moment. Ursula Mackenzie at Little, Brown saw the point of the book from the very beginning and offered support even when she relinquished direct control of it after she was made head of the company; Steve Guise took over the project with great authority and application, assisted all the way by Kerry Chapple. Zoë Gullen proved herself to be a meticulous and appropriately demanding copy-editor.

My old Johannesburg colleague Christopher Munnion kindly read the Abyssinia chapters, bringing his immense experience of reporting from Africa to bear. Paul Hill provided me with a detailed and evocative account of the sheer weirdness of the working day at the old Telegraph office. Christopher Howse, almost as fast and much more learned than Google, did me the immense kindness of reading the entire manuscript, making many excellent suggestions and saving me from several howlers. Nicholas Garland offered wise advice throughout, read many of the chapters and proposed improvements with the candour of a true friend. His unflagging encouragement from beginning to end was an incalculable help.

From the outset I received nothing but cooperation from the extended Deedes family, including Bill’s sisters, children and grandchildren. I must first thank Bill Deedes, for allowing me to go through the diaries and filing cabinets chronicling his life. Once he had given me the go-ahead he never sought to impede my researches, even when he grew nervous that I was spending more time interviewing his children than reading his speeches from his days as junior Housing minister.

Lucy Deedes lived with her father for the last three years of his life, helping to look after him and giving him the encouragement he needed to keep writing his weekly column to the very end. She proved to be a great comfort and support to him, but also to his biographer, offering me hospitality, support and friendship during countless visits to Aldington.

My greatest debt is to my wife, Lorna, a wise counsel and expert editor, who read the manuscript and imposed many improvements while heavily pregnant with our second child. To her – and to Florence and Percy, good sleepers, the pair of them – I owe more than I can express.

London, January 2008


CHAPTER 1

BOYHOOD IN A CASTLE

‘The castle was the master of our lives.’

Over the centuries, his ancestors had owned huge tracts of Kent, but William Francis Deedes was born on 1 June 1913 in a nursing home in Hampstead, North London. Once his mother had recovered from the birth, they were taken back to Symnells, an Elizabethan hall house in the south-east Kent village of Aldington, which his parents had occupied since their marriage eleven months earlier. It is an interesting house that was extended and made to seem grander in the late eighteenth century by the addition of a pink stucco façade. The rooms are large, with high ceilings and ancient beams. The young family was happy there, living comfortably on an income of nine hundred pounds a year from landholdings, which allowed for an indoor staff of five, plus two gardeners to tend the two and a half acres surrounding the house. Symnells is haunted by Eliza, the daughter of a Victorian servant girl who, according to Aldington lore, drowned in a pond behind the house. Eliza is a sweet-natured ghost and she never bothered the Deedeses. Three daughters followed Bill: Frances in 1915, Hermione in 1918 and Margaret in 1923.

Early photographs show a happy, handsome boy, often surrounded by his adoring younger sisters. Aldington, which was then surrounded by quarries for the mining of Kentish ragstone, was not a picture postcard village, but life was good there in Bill’s first five years, despite the horrors of trench warfare across the Channel. On days when the wind blew from France, the distant sound of the guns could be heard. One of Bill’s earliest memories was being taken up to the flat roof of Saltwood Castle,* before the family lived there, and watching two German planes flying towards London, slicing through the defensive searchlights.

Though the spelling of the name varied for a hundred years or so, the Deedeses settled in the Weald of Kent sometime in the first half of the fifteenth century. Appropriately enough, given the trade Bill was to choose for himself, his earliest confirmed ancestor, Robert Deeds, worked as a printing apprentice alongside William Caxton during the reign of Edward IV. Burke’s Landed Gentry confirms the lineage only as far back as Thomas Deedes, who was buried at Dover in 1603. The foundation of the Deedes fortune was wool, which they later converted into land as generations of the family accumulated large holdings through marriage alliances and opportunistic acquisitions.

At the time of Bill’s birth in 1913, it was still possible to walk the six miles from Aldington to Hythe on land entirely owned by the family, but there was no disguising that the family’s fortune was on the wane. The estates were under pressure from falling land values and rising taxes and, within a few years, much of the land had been sold and what remained was heavily mortgaged.

Bill’s father, Herbert William, † was born in 1881, went to Eton, and then, aged nineteen, to South Africa to fight in the Boer War. Most of the key decisions in Herbert’s life were taken by his formidable mother, Rose Elinor, and she was determined that Herbert, and his younger brother, Wyndham, should maintain the family’s military tradition. Her husband, Colonel Herbert Deedes, was born in 1836 and went to Harrow before joining the family regiment, the 60th Rifles. He served with distinction through the Indian Mutiny and was active in the capture of Delhi and Lucknow. Rose was also born of a celebrated military family, as the daughter of Major-General L. Barrow, CB.

Rose had encouraged both her sons to go straight from school to the last great imperial adventure in South Africa. For Wyndham, this had marked the beginning of a brilliant military career: he went on to serve in the First World War, achieving the rank of Brigadier-General at the age of thirty-six and was eight times mentioned in dispatches. Despite these considerable ‘establishment’ achievements, and a subsequent knighthood, Wyndham always regarded himself as left wing and in the 1930s he withdrew from public life to do social work with the poor in the East End of London.

For Herbert, the South African experience had been wrenching. He had been unhappy enough at Eton, but military life, chasing down Boer commandoes and incarcerating their women and children, was much worse, and he manifestly under-performed in comparison with his younger brother. He was not wounded by Boer marksmen, but South Africa nevertheless took a terrible toll on the callow subaltern. He picked up some sort of bacterial stomach condition which was never properly diagnosed, and which plagued him for the rest of his life.* His experience also left him mentally fraught and, now loathing the British Empire and all it stood for, turned him into a highly eccentric sort of socialist.

Bill’s mother had all the qualities her husband lacked: gentle humour, a softness and common sense. She was born Melesina Gladys Chenevix Trench, the second daughter of a grand Irish Protestant family. Known mostly by her second name, Gladys, she married Herbert at Holy Trinity Church, Sloane Street in 1912.

She was serious but not austere, with an Edwardian attitude to public service. In later years she ran a centre for poor women in Hythe, where they could drop in and seek advice on pregnancy, raising children and other domestic matters. Gladys became a Justice of the Peace, the first woman to achieve this rank in east Kent. She had a deep religious faith, and every morning the children would kneel before her as she led them in prayer and Bible readings.

Bill and his sisters were partially shielded from their cantankerous father by their beloved nanny Ethel Sinden, known as ‘Effie’, who ran their early lives and presided over a happy nursery. As the eldest child and the only boy, Bill would lead the play in the garden at Symnells, build camps and put up tents, and then allow the girls to come inside. There was plenty to explore and lots of birds’ nests to raid for eggs. Gladys kept beehives and chickens, and the children would help out with both.

Church on Sundays was mandatory for the children, but Herbert would almost always excuse himself, protesting that he was ‘not up to it’. Sometimes Gladys would take the children to Saltwood Church, though the family favoured the parish church in Hythe, where the window in the south transept is known as the Deedes window and various ancestors are commemorated in grand plaques. There was also a Deedes pew, second from the front, which was always respectfully left vacant by the rest of the congregation.

Bill loved to play the fool in church, boyishly challenging his mother’s faith. One of his tricks was guaranteed to reduce his sisters to helpless giggles. They would wait breathlessly for Psalm 65 to be read: ‘My misdeeds prevail against me: O be thou merciful unto our sins.’ At that point, Bill would lean forward and gesture manically down the family pew to his sisters, leading the silent laughter at the hilarity of the play upon the family name. ‘We were hysterical,’ Margaret recalled.

Bill was a happy boy, at least in the innocent early years before he was old enough to understand the family’s financial problems and the toll they were taking on his parents. Family holidays were modest but happy, and were usually taken around the coast at Westgate-on-Sea, where they would spend a few days in a boarding house. They would also go down to the sea at Hythe, and Bill would plunge in while the girls paddled, their skirts tucked into their knickers. One day, when the girls said the water was too cold, Bill snatched their sun hats and swam out beyond the surf with them piled on top of his head. The girls enjoyed watching their big brother horse around. Bill was always leader of the pack; they loved to go blackberrying together, and Bill would balance the full baskets on his head until Effie screamed at him to put them down.

The running of Symnells was left entirely to Gladys, with no contribution from Herbert in either the house or garden. As was then customary, Bill was brought up as a nursery child, forming extremely close bonds with Effie and his sisters, and being presented to his parents at set times of the day and eating separately from them. But it was not an oppressively formal household, and the mental instability and depressive tendencies that afflicted Herbert in later years did not then dominate family life. There was a cook and a cook’s maid, but there was no butler, or any male indoor staff. Herbert and Gladys rarely entertained, because he was prone to take to his bed at short notice, citing stomach trouble or a migraine.

As was normal for their time and class, the girls did not go to school, but were educated at home by a series of governesses and tutors. Bill was sent away to Wellington House, a prep school at Westgate-on-Sea run by a kindly headmaster, the Reverend P. C. Underhill. Described by a contemporary as ‘a genial giant of a man’, Underhill would allow the boys to come to his study after prep, where he would read aloud from John Buchan, kindling in Bill a lifelong love of his writing.

Wellington House attracted the sons of the Kent gentry and the successful commercial classes, and by the standards of private schools of the time it was a humane and cheerful establishment. Underhill had rowed for Oxford, so there was an emphasis on healthy games in the bracing sea air. Bill became a handy cricketer and enjoyed all ball games.

He thrived at Wellington House, settling in with very little homesickness. In later life he would talk of himself as lacking ‘intellectual equipment’ and would say that he was a failure at school. The latter point was unfounded: his end of term reports showed him to be at the top of the class, or close to it. There were occasional canings for bad behaviour at the school, though Bill himself was never beaten. Matron had a soft spot for him, and called him Willie, though he discouraged the other boys from doing so. Instead, he was known by his family and friends as William or Will; it was not until he began work in London in 1931 that he was called Bill, the name that stuck with him for the rest of his life.

Distracted by games and his studies, Bill had no idea that a crisis was brewing as his grandmother Rose plotted to place the family on a social footing she thought appropriate to their ancestry. Indeed, late in his long life, Bill Deedes would divide his childhood into two distinct phases. From birth to the age of six, life was carefree, and that sense of fun is reflected in the family photographs from this period showing him as a cheerful boy at play. From the age of six to sixteen, his life was blighted by his father’s increasingly erratic behaviour which was exacerbated from 1919, when they made a disastrous move to the ancestral castle at Saltwood.

At some point while her two sons were away in South Africa Rose had set herself an ambitious project. She wanted nothing less than to restore the family to the status it had enjoyed at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and for Herbert to be installed as the young squire of these holdings. Her intentions had been made clear by her elaborate plans for Herbert’s homecoming from the Boer War and his coming of age. Some four hundred children were invited to the Saltwood church hall to celebrate the twenty-first birthday of the squire on 27 October 1902. They were entertained by a troupe called the Snowball Minstrels, who sang a dozen comic numbers including ‘Razors in the Air’ and ‘The Whistling Coon’. For a family already deep in the financial mire, it could have been considered recklessly extravagant, even if the birthday boy had been able to attend. But Herbert was conspicuously absent from his own birthday party, still stuck in Malta with his battalion on their way back from Cape Town.

His absence was not allowed to spoil the festivities, which were reported in breathless detail by Kent newspapers. ‘Monday was a red-letter day in the annals of the history of the pretty village of Saltwood,’ reported the Hythe and Sandgate Standard, ‘the occasion being the coming of age of the eldest son of Mrs Herbert Deedes.’ The Standard noted that the ‘young squire’ was sadly absent, but that it had cast no shadow across a splendid day brilliantly organised by Mrs Deedes. Each of the four hundred young guests was given a bag of sweets, and left with a special keepsake as though they had attended a royal jubilee – a stiff card with a photograph of Herbert superimposed on the top left corner alongside the family’s punning motto, Facta non Verba (Deeds not Words).

When Herbert did finally make it home the following month, the welcome orchestrated by his mother was predictably extravagant: huge banners were draped across the gates of Saltwood Castle declaring the family motto, as well as that of his regiment, Celer et Audax (Swift and Bold). The children’s party had been a rehearsal for the main event on the night of 24 November, a huge dinner for Saltwood’s tenants, local dignitaries and anyone who was anyone in east Kent. Some six hundred guests were invited to the party in gaily decorated marquees erected on the lawn of the inner bailey.

Only the men sat down for dinner; the ladies joined them afterwards for the speeches and more festivities. The men were fed Gigot de Mouton Legume à la Postling (Postling was a neighbouring parish) and they finished off with Pudding ‘Deeds not Words’. As the Hythe Reporter put it, this was entertainment in a ‘most regal manner’, and from the reports in this and other local newspapers it is clear that Rose orchestrated the entire event, and indeed the media coverage. Her speech to her guests was rapturously received. The Hythe Reporter noted: ‘In clear, sweet, and pathetic tones she touched a tender chord in the hearts of all.’

Following Herbert and Gladys’s wedding in 1912, Rose made another effort to propel them towards Saltwood Castle by organising an elaborate ‘homecoming’ to the castle which the ‘squire’ had no intention of taking on. An open carriage was sent to pick up them up from Sandling Junction and transport them the mile to the castle. Instead of a horse, Rose had persuaded the estate staff to pull the carriage into the castle on ropes, where another triumphal arch had been erected to welcome them ‘home’.

The Folkestone Herald carried an excitable account illustrated with a photograph showing a scene of feudal absurdity: schoolchildren are penned behind crowd control ropes, holding flags and staring towards the carriage, which is being driven by a coachman in a top hat. The local constable stands stiffly to attention as he supervises the flat-capped estate workers grappling with the ropes, pulling the carriage towards the castle in which the young squire has never lived. There is also a close-up of the couple. The new Mrs Deedes is pretty in a feathered hat, her face betraying a cautious happiness and a certain bemusement as she smiles at the welcoming party. Her husband, dressed in a dark city suit and Homburg, stares morosely into the middle distance. With relief, Herbert and Gladys retreated to Symnells, where they happily began their married life together, but if the couple thought they had escaped the burdens of the family castle they were mistaken.

The financial fortunes of the Deedeses had been declining since the middle of the nineteenth century and the repeal of the Corn Laws, but the final spasm of decay was triggered by a simple misfortune. The flu epidemic of the winter of 1918–19, the lethal coda to the First World War, carried off Mrs Halifax Wyatt, Bill’s great aunt and the chatelaine of Saltwood Castle. Saltwood had been in the family since the end of the eighteenth century, but it was regarded as unsuitable as a family residence, so the main Deedes line preferred another large house and estate, Sandling Park, which had to be sold in 1897.

The death of Mrs Wyatt gave Rose her chance. Never mind that Bill’s father had had no experience of farming or estate management, nor had shown any inclination to take on the Saltwood estates, or actually live in the castle. By force of personality she persuaded her first-born son to take on the dilapidated castle, its leaking roofs and cracked foundations, plus the four maiden Deedes aunts who lived there. It was in poor condition, but it was nevertheless a majestic structure, parts of which dated back to the Norman Conquest. Though the drawbridge had long since collapsed, the castle was protected by a moat and massive walls of Kentish rag stone. Within the inner bailey, there was a large chapel, completely ruined, and a great hall which had no roof. The living area was contained within and around the vast central tower, with its flat roof and views down to the Channel a mile and a half away. To the castle were attached seventy-three acres of surrounding land, five cottages and Castle Lodge, the dower house.

This was what Herbert Deedes reluctantly took on in 1919. Symnells, the family home, was sold for a song to a local doctor and they moved into the castle’s crumbling fabric. ‘It turned out to be a sorry decision,’ Bill Deedes noted in his autobiography, Dear Bill, with an understatement extreme even by his capacity for downplaying calamity. The move was ruinous, in all senses of the word.

Though many young boys would love the idea of living in a proper castle, it had no appeal for Bill. His mother’s mood and health quickly declined when the scale of their error became apparent. No money had been spent on the castle since the early 1880s, when it was inhabited by another William Deedes, Herbert’s uncle, and it had since fallen into disrepair.

Whereas Symnells was cosy and manageable, the castle was dank and forbidding. There was electricity in the vicinity of Hythe, but the castle itself was not connected to the grid. The rooms were instead lit by candles and oil lamps, which meant that the family lived in permanent terror of fire. In winter, there was no way to keep the living areas warm, except by lighting fires in every room. Damp rose unchecked from the medieval foundations; the castle’s flat roofs, which in earlier times would have given good warning of advancing armies, were not up to the task of keeping the rain out. Try as they might, the staff could not keep the moisture out, and the walls ran with water.

The physical decrepitude of the castle was bad enough, but Herbert soon found he had inherited other liabilities along with the rising damp, leaky roofs and crumbling masonry. The four maiden aunts in the dower house needed to be fed and clothed, and to have their doctors’ bills paid when they fell ill. Soon after they took up residence, the doctor called and prescribed one of the aunts half a bottle of champagne a day to assist her convalescence from a stubborn illness.

As master of Saltwood, Herbert found himself at the centre of a large network of tenants and tenant farmers, all of whom came to him as first resort to settle problems or seek favours. Shy and diffident at the best of times, he was disastrously miscast for this role. When tenants fell behind with their rent, Herbert would generally tell them not to worry too much and would try to absorb the loss of income within the estate accounts.

Some people in Kent regard Saltwood Castle as jinxed because of its part in an infamous episode of English history, the murder of St Thomas à Becket in 1170. Various structures had been on the site since before the reign of King Canute, when it was made over by Haldene, a Saxon thane, to the monks of Christ Church, Canterbury. A century after the Norman Conquest, it was rebuilt by Henry of Essex, but when he disgraced himself with an act of conspicuous cowardice while carrying the King’s colours during a skirmish with the Welsh in 1163, Henry II seized all his possessions and made Saltwood over to Ranulf de Broc, a particular foe of Becket’s.

De Broc had turned Saltwood into a centre of opposition to Becket, and the crisis came to a head after the Archbishop’s return from France in 1170, when the King made it clear that he would not honour past pledges to restore secular properties to the See. Becket responded by suspending those bishops most loyal to Henry. When Henry lamented how the ‘sluggard wretches and cowards’ who peopled his court would not lift a finger to deliver him from this turbulent priest, it was no surprise that the four knights who answered the royal call headed for Saltwood after crossing the Channel separately. They reached Saltwood Castle on the evening of 28 December and sat up late into the night with de Broc, planning their murderous deed, supposedly with the candles snuffed so as not to see the others’ guilty faces. The next morning the knights set off on horseback for Canterbury Cathedral and accomplished their bloody mission at nightfall, before fleeing back to the castle. Since that episode, Saltwood has suffered several damaging earthquakes which weakened the ancient structure, adding to the upkeep for subsequent owners, including the Deedes family.*

The new life at Saltwood would have been a challenge even if Herbert Deedes had been suited to shouldering the burdens of running an old-fashioned estate, but he was not. First, he did not approve of private land ownership, certainly not on the scale of the thousands of heavily mortgaged acres he had notionally inherited on his father’s death. Second, he was not psychologically suited to dealing with the estate’s tenants or the staff he was forced to employ. And third, his health, never robust since his time in South Africa, began to decline in the castle. Herbert was by nature extravagant, and began spending on non-essentials. He bought his mother a house above Saltwood church, and had it remodelled. Huge, ancient trees were expensively cut down to open up the view of the castle from the village and, most absurdly of all, a hard tennis court was built, though rarely used.

Soon Herbert’s mental state began to deteriorate along with his physical health. Margaret, the youngest daughter, likened their childhood in the castle to the world of the sisters portrayed in Nancy Mitford’s The Pursuit of Love, with her father resembling Fa – increasingly dotty and bad-tempered. Because the three daughters were educated at home, they were more exposed than Bill to their father’s mood swings. Margaret, though deeply fond of her father, remembered him as ‘very irascible; we were continually dodging the flak’. He felt the cold acutely and took to dressing eccentrically to counter it. Indoors, he would wear an overcoat and wool-knit hat, and in winter he would attach hot water bottles to a length of string tied around his waist. One moment he would be talking to the family, the next he would descend into a deep funk and turn his chair around in the drawing-room to face the wall. Sometimes his sulks would last for three days, when he would refuse to say a word.

Bill and his sisters were as loyal to their father as they could be, but there was no denying how odd he became. Bill reluctantly conceded in later life that from the time he had any memories of him, his father was ‘never quite compos’, and that as his frustration with life mounted he was prone to terrible temper tantrums and mood swings so violent that they bordered on the schizophrenic. He resorted to extreme measures to deal with his ill health, purging himself at Saltwood with regular enemas. ‘Father was a broken reed, physically and mentally,’ Deedes said later. ‘He was in a state of mutiny against life.’ He had at least two serious mental breakdowns, one shortly after the Boer War.

Herbert was driven most of all by a hatred of the British Empire, which was a result of his experiences in South Africa. He would read voraciously, writing extensive notes in pencil in the margins, and then would write – usually without answer – to politicians and dictators. He supported Mussolini, was impressed by Stalin, and for several years thought Hitler showed promise. He had no social life, and was certainly not a figure in the county. His main social interaction was with his barber, Mr Carr, who would come to the castle to shave him and cut his hair.

Sometimes Bill would try to indulge his father with an anarchic gesture meant to please him. To celebrate Ramsay MacDonald’s formation of the first Labour administration in 1924, he wore a red rosette on his blazer at Wellington House, much to the headmaster’s bemusement. On another occasion, young Bill caused a stir by playing ‘The Red Flag’ on the piano while the Dean of Canterbury was paying a courtesy visit to the castle. Usually his father’s efforts to show reciprocal affection to his son ended in disaster. Family events would be planned, but then Herbert would duck out of them, claiming that he was feeling poorly. He would frequently take to his bed during the day, where he would lie with the curtains closed. Herbert could also be hopelessly impractical. Bill got into trouble at Harrow when his father made a rare visit, taking him to the King’s Head, a notorious pub in the town, where the pair were spotted. In later years he would unthinkingly hand his young grandchildren glasses of beer or sherry.

The three girls at least had companionship, but young Bill found life in the castle isolating. He would laboriously cut and roll a cricket strip – complete with proper painted markings – on the lawn of the inner bailey. ‘It was pure fancy,’ Deedes noted in his autobiography, ‘there was no one to play cricket with; but I liked to imagine there might be. Castles are lonely places, and Saltwood, with its moat and portcullis and thick walls, looked fairly unapproachable. Young friends did not feel drawn to it or me.’

The castle was beginning to cause Herbert and Gladys stress as their finances deteriorated; they could keep afloat only by selling off more and more land. The Deedes landholdings extended far beyond the ancestral redoubt of Saltwood, inland towards Aldington and beyond. Bill Deedes was never sure how much land was sold, but estimated the holdings disposed of by his father at about five thousand acres.

Many of the unprepossessing houses around Aldington were built on land sold cheaply by Herbert Deedes in the 1920s. The sale of a strip of land stretching from Saltwood Castle towards the coast caused a bitter row with Lord Wakefield, who had made a fortune in the oil industry and used some of it to build a grand house on a promontory overlooking Hythe. The house was blessed with fabulous, unspoilt views to the coast until Herbert sold the land below the promontory for the development of ugly modern villas for the town’s rising lower-middle class. The houses, which still stand today, have lurid red-tiled roofs, so the road became known locally as Lobster Row, and Herbert was never forgiven for the blot he placed upon the Hythe landscape.

Despite the feverish rate and scale of his land sales, Herbert could not repair the holes in the family finances. Under pressure from Gladys, he spent heavily in doomed efforts to make the castle habitable for a young family. Various teams of builders were employed and were paid for their services with the proceeds of the land sales. But the castle could not be made comfortable.

Gladys longed for the cosiness of Symnells and came to resent her husband for caving in to his mother and moving the family into an obviously unsuitable structure. They quarrelled, and she would cry, while Herbert talked vaguely and despairingly of selling up and emigrating to Australia to escape the tenants and the builders’ bills. The health of Gladys and Frances, dogged by respiratory ailments, was causing acute alarm. As the bills mounted, Herbert finally accepted the inevitable, faced up to his mother, and took the decision to sell Saltwood.

Knight, Frank & Rutley were commissioned to auction the castle, and a date was set for 23 July 1925 at its headquarters in Hanover Square. The estate agent’s prospectus offered the castle and its seventy-three acres as an ‘admirably adapted modern country residence’, which – given the Deedes family’s miserable experience over the previous six years – was a blatant untruth. The accommodation was described as four reception rooms, tower room, sixteen bed-and dressing rooms, two turret rooms and a single bathroom. A week before the scheduled auction, Herbert reached a private deal to sell to a local Hythe resident. The price agreed was only £10,750, which suggests that Herbert had made another bad financial call. As the estate agent’s details made clear, the sale price was just over double the sum of five thousand pounds that had recently been ‘expended on general improvements’. Therefore, the real price achieved was under six thousand pounds, a terrible return even allowing for the depredations of inflation. Bill’s uncle Wyndham later estimated that in the decade up to 1930 Herbert had burnt his way through about seventy thousand pounds – some £3.15 million in current value.

Nevertheless, the family felt a collective sense of relief. ‘The castle was the master of our lives,’ Bill Deedes recalled. ‘Saltwood was the intruding element – it was a great relief to get rid of the bloody thing.’ His father, however, must have felt a terrible sense of humiliation at his failure to make the castle work. Once again he tried to persuade his wife that they should move to Australia and start a new life, but she refused. Increasingly Gladys sought solace in the devoted Effie Sinden, with whom she could at least have sensible conversations. Effie was loved unreservedly by all the children, not just for what she had done for them but for serving as a prop to their mother, whose only other company was her increasingly erratic and demoralised husband.

One lovely summer’s day in 2005, Deedes reluctantly agreed that I should drive him and his youngest daughter, Lucy, the short distance from his home in Aldington to Saltwood Castle. He had been on edge all day and on arrival he refused to get out of the car, protesting that he was feeling unwell. He only relented when our hostess, Jane Clark – the widow of Alan Clark, the Tory MP and diarist – protested that she had made rock cakes in his honour.

Mrs Clark took Lucy and me on a tour of the castle and the grounds while Deedes sat defiantly in the morning room. By this stage of his life, he could walk only uncertainly with sticks, so would have been unable to get around the upper levels without assistance. When we came back, uplifted by the astonishing grandeur of the castle and its grounds, he looked miserable and cross. I asked him what he had been doing during his solitary hour in his childhood home. ‘Listening to my mother crying,’ he replied.


CHAPTER 2

SCHOOL ON THE HILL

‘I have today had to dismiss six boys. They were found
behind the tombstones with women of the serving class.’

With the proceeds of the castle’s sale in the bank, and with his family in urgent need of recuperation from the trauma of Saltwood, Herbert Deedes did what came naturally to him: he spent more money. Once Gladys had ruled out any suggestion of emigrating to Australia, they settled on the cold, dry air of Switzerland as the best way of clearing out the family’s lungs and, despite his socialist principles, he transported his family across the continent in extravagant style at the beginning of 1926. Agents from Thomas Cook were employed to ease the family’s passage by rail from London to the south of France, and from there onwards to Geneva. Porters were handed tips which, Bill later recalled, were ‘lavish to the point of eccentricity’. His father signed a year’s lease on a chalet in the winter resort of Les Avants, above Lake Geneva and across the valley from Caux. There the family indulged joyfully in the simple pleasures they had been denied as reluctant masters of Saltwood.*

Bill led his sisters in a packed programme of games and exercise. By day they skied, luged and skated in the crisp mountain air, and Frances’s and Gladys’s health began to improve. Bill started to keep a diary, fragments of which survive, confirming a fascination with the weather that was still evident in his Daily Telegraph columns eighty years later. Each day’s entry began with a brief summary of weather conditions, which – in the mountains above Lake Geneva in January – tended to focus on the snow.

On 4 January the twelve-year-old diarist noted that it ‘snowed all day’, before revealing that he had ‘made the aquatance with Bosswall’s Life Of Johnson’. With faulty spelling, and clearly struggling with the Remington manual typewriter he had purloined, Bill pronounced Boswell a neglected talent. ‘People always say that Bosswall was a shadow of Johnson, and was quite content to stay as such. I think he was a jolly good one. Ask yourself, would Johnson have been able to write a life of Bosswall, like Bosswall wrote the life of him, I think not. By the way, while on the subject of Johnson and his works, how did he manage to compile that dictionary all by himself? Nowerdays men do the same in big lots, and find it difficult enough, it’s rather a marvel. Still Johnson was a marvel, so I leave it at that.’ He copied out chunks of Paradise Lost, and learnt them by heart (‘Milton was a marvel’). The mood was gay, but there were occasional indications of the children’s awkward relationship with their father. Bill noted that one day after tea, he had ‘a long talk with Daddy, but I cannot for the life of me remember what it was about’.

In his diary, there were occasional hints of his father’s unreliability. One day Herbert suddenly announced he was moving on to Milan, ‘but I am glad to say he changed his mind’. Bill was already showing the first signs of prolific writing: not content with his daily diary entries, he founded the Deedes Family Gazette, appointing himself editor and chief contributor and corralling his sisters into helping out. The first issue appeared on 23 January, a day on which there was ‘snow all day’.

Frances painted the cover, and several short stories appeared inside. ‘An excellent piece of blank verse by Hermione, and another splendid one by Frances, made the Mag the success it deserved … after a family tea together we went on to finish it, a good day’s work,’ Bill noted in his diary.

The children’s relief at escaping the dank castle is palpable in Bill’s account of their time in Switzerland. Bill, Frances and Hermione put on an ambitious theatrical production for their parents, starting with performances from Shakespeare. Bill completed his reading satisfactorily, but on taking the stage Frances descended into a giggling fit, provoked by Hermione making ‘hideous contortions with her face’. The show then descended into complete farce: ‘To put the final touch, the curtain cord snapped, and a side curtain callapsed [sic], it was a time.’

They were a happy family again, just as they had been in Symnells before the move into the castle. Bill clearly wanted to get closer to his father, but it was a struggle. One day he persuaded the girls to stay in all morning so they could collaborate on an essay for their father entitled ‘The Fall of Snow’. Bill was proud of their work, ‘and I am glad to say that Daddy was delighted with the results’. But because of his weak health and hypochondriac tendencies, Herbert would not join the children in their outdoor games, and even conversations did not go far. He was only forty-four years old at the beginning of their sojourn in Switzerland, but in Bill’s diaries Herbert emerges as a much older, and extremely remote, figure. Bill had much more success with engaging his mother, who was calm and loving with all four of the children

At the age of twelve, Bill was also the most acute critic of his own writing, apologising in his journal for always recording his morning’s skiing and skating. On one occasion he notes they had turkey for supper: ‘Though I do not as a general rule make a habbit [sic] if possible of mentioning food in my diary, occasions such as this special one seem to need a little attention.’

By the end of the year, Herbert had managed to spend a good proportion of the money raised by the Saltwood sale and Bill had to prepare to leave the happy family cocoon to begin at Harrow School in the easter term of 1927. It is not entirely clear why Harrow was selected for him. In later life, Bill would say he was too dim to get into Eton, where his father and uncle Wyndham had gone, or Winchester, the school favoured for the boys in his mother’s family. But in his final year at Wellington House he was placed fifth in the school order, rated first-class in classics, English and French, and second-class in mathematics. Nor were his distinctions purely academic: he was a school captain, or prefect. On that basis alone, and excluding the important fact that he was the son and nephew of Old Etonians, it is difficult to imagine how he could not have fulfilled the school’s entry qualifications of the mid-1920s. The more likely explanation is that Herbert vetoed Eton because he had been unhappy there or because of some inchoate socialist objection, and that Harrow was selected because Bill’s grandfather had been there.

Bill’s mother took him to Harrow on the Metropolitan Line train at the beginning of his first term. Beyond their fear of the new school, both were nervous they would get lost, for neither of them knew London well. Bill, a cheerful but slightly anxious thirteen-year-old, spent most of the journey trying not to cry, for he knew it would set his mother off too. Their morale was not improved by his knowledge, from hearing his parents quarrel, that his mother did not regard Harrow as a suitable establishment for her only son.

A large homosexual circle had been uncovered in 1925, eighteen months before Bill was to begin there. When news leaked out about how extensive had been the ring of adolescent sodomy, and how masters had apparently turned a blind eye, Harrow’s reputation hit a low. The deeply religious Gladys Deedes was appalled when she belatedly heard of the scandal, and tried unsuccessfully to persuade her husband that Bill should go elsewhere.

While his prep school had been advanced for its time in its generally gentle and civilised outlook, Harrow was relatively barbarous, even by the standards of public schools of the 1920s. The memory of the Great War hung oppressively over the school, which was understandable given that, of the 2917 Harrovians who served, 690 of them were wounded and a further 644 – 22 per cent – were killed. Corps was compulsory for all boys over fifteen, and parades were twice a week, on Wednesday afternoons and Friday mornings. ‘Slacking at Corps’ was a serious offence, and the automatic punishment a brisk beating.

Fagging was intrinsic to school life, and would remain so for many years after Deedes left. Fagging tasks ranged from warming the lavatory seat or making toast to polishing the senior boy’s Corps belt. Its benefits were described by one of the masters, C. H. P. Mayo, in 1928: ‘Those who hope to rule must first learn to obey … to learn to obey as a fag is part of the routine that is the essence of the English Public School system.’ Fagging rituals were, however, often a cover for homosexual activities between the boys.

There were occasional scandals involving masters and boys; sometimes the master would quietly move on to another posting, but usually it would be resolved with a ‘quiet word’ from the headmaster. Harrow, then and more recently, has had the reputation among other public schools for being a ‘queer school’. Cecil Beaton, an Old Harrovian, recalled that sodomy was rampant in some houses in the 1920s, and the playwright Terence Rattigan, a contemporary of Bill’s, was a notoriously camp flirt, who had already established homosexual liaisons in London.

As late as the 1950s, when Harrow masters debated whether to abandon the practice in one house of the juniors swimming naked, an opponent of change was emboldened to point out – with the authority of the true connoisseur – that ‘a young boy in swimming trunks [is] more erotically attractive to older boys than if he was in the nude’.

As Deedes stressed with some pride in later life, Harrow also had its share of heterosexual scandals. Just before the outbreak of the First World War, Percy Buck, the director of music and a father of five, began a passionate affair with the nineteen-year-old daughter of a housemaster, George Townsend Warner. But that was not the end of Townsend Warner’s humiliation – his wife ended up marrying one of the Harrovians whom her husband had instructed in the complexities of the game of fives. Harrow was deeply shaken by a bigger scandal in the year before Deedes arrived: a group of seven seniors had motored down to central London and were caught by police in the company of loose women in a nightclub. The arresting officers ensured the incident reached the newspapers, and the impact was worse because the group of miscreants included the head of school and two monitors. Four left the school immediately, including the head of school. One was spared on the most cynical of grounds: a handy cricketer, he was needed for the all-important annual cricket match against Eton at Lord’s the following term.

There was yet another sex scandal in Deedes’s final year, as mournfully relayed by Dr Cyril Norwood, the headmaster, in his end-of-term address. Years later Harrovians of that era, on coming together during the War or at social functions, would reduce each other to hysterical laughter by impersonating Norwood’s faintly Cockney accent in announcing the scandalous event to school assembly: ‘I have today had to dismiss six boys. They were found behind the tombstones with women of the serving class.’

Despite the absence of any medical or scientific evidence to support the theory, public school masters of the era assumed that vigorous sporting activity would dampen the sexual urges of adolescent boys. Harrow was a hearty school, though Deedes’s time there coincided with the phased abandonment of Harrow Football, a highly physical soccer-rugger hybrid whose rules were understood only by the masters and boys of the school. The annual two-day cricket fixture against Eton at Lord’s was the high point of the school year, partly because it bolstered Harrow’s diminishing claim to be the second grandest public school in the land. Deedes recalled going in the summer of his first year, as well as his anxious search for a tailor who could produce a silk waistcoat befitting the grandeur of the event. Harrow ceased to function during the Eton match, and the boys were given two days off for the game, and two days to recover. Before the Second World War it was considered rather off-side if the game did not conclude with a mass brawl between the rival supporters in front of the members’ pavilion. Memories of these hooligan episodes of his youth were one reason why Deedes, many years later, failed to join fellow Telegraph columnists in condemning the ‘yob culture’. He had a lot of experience of it before he left his teen years, even if in his case the yobs wore fancy waistcoats and drank champagne rather than lager.

Sport was taken very seriously by the boys, and even more so by the masters. When Anthony Part, a future permanent secretary, left the school in 1934 his housemaster’s final report began thus: ‘Although he has not fulfilled his early promise at games, he did become twelfth man to the School Cricket XI. He also won a scholarship to Trinity College, Cambridge.’

Deedes had been placed in the house called the Knoll which was run by J. H. Hollingsworth, a captain in the Great War who had won a DSC in 1918. In those days, Harrow housemasters ran the boarding houses as private businesses, charging the parents separately for accommodation. Most earned a good income, because numbers at the school had risen by some 40 per cent in the decade before Deedes’s arrival. This meant that several of the houses, including the Knoll, had become crumbling warrens, overcrowded and unsanitary, and that the housemasters had little financial incentive to make long-term capital improvements when they could generate short-term income by packing the boys in. Deedes never minded physical squalor, whether in the ruins of Saltwood Castle, or subsequently under Army conditions. He did recall in later life, however, that the washing facilities in the Knoll were rudimentary, and that there were no inside lavatories. But he clung to small comforts, remembering the kindness of the Knoll’s butler, who would allow him and his friends to play darts in his pantry.

Like all new boys starting at boarding school, Deedes’s first concern was to learn the rituals that governed life there. There was a Victorian slang to master: ‘groize’ was a swot, ‘tosh’ was a bath and ‘eccer’ was sport. Younger boys were not allowed to roll their umbrellas or visit boys in other boarding houses. Though lessons were centrally organised, the individual houses were largely autonomous and were the centre of the boys’ social existence. Rivalry between the houses, both on the sports field and in the academic realm, was intense. Harrow was a tribal institution with tribal rituals. The birth of a master’s son (but not a daughter) meant a half-holiday for the whole school. The new wives of masters were expected to wear their wedding dresses on their arrival at school.

Many years later Deedes recalled that he found Harrow deeply intimidating after the cosiness of his prep school. He lacked confidence as a boy, an affliction no doubt exacerbated by his father’s uncertain health and financial precariousness. ‘I was unmanly, I was a late starter,’ he said of himself at this time. Thus he found himself in his first year in a state of perpetual terror of doing the wrong thing and inviting ridicule, or even a beating, for violating the elaborate code of etiquette. Harrow had abandoned tail-coats in the Great War, switching to grey flannels and blue blazers, or ‘bluers’. The bluer might have been informal by the standards of many public schools at the time, but the buttoning was a critical part of Harrow’s ceremony. First year boys had to have all three buttons done up; second years were entitled to open the bottom button, and third years and above were allowed to open the top button too.

Like all juniors, Deedes was attached as a fag to a fagmaster, a senior boy for whom he had to perform menial tasks. On his first day he was warned that burning his fagmaster’s toast was a beatable offence, and canings were frequent for a wide range of transgressions. Deedes was caned only once – he forgot why – and never by a master, which was unusual for the time. His capacity for navigating his way around trouble, a skill that was to stand him in good stead in adult life, was in early evidence.

Until 1965, Harrow headmasters kept the Punishment Book, recording all the beatings they undertook and noting down any of the serious scandals in the houses, or boys who had to leave in a hurry for the usual, unmentionable reason. To thwart nosey Old Harrovians, the book is now sealed and cannot be read by outsiders, but there is no mention of Deedes in it. *

In the 1920s Harrow still enjoyed a certain cachet, and was producing Tory politicians at an impressive rate – Baldwin and Churchill were only two of that era. But Harrow, unlike Eton, was also by this time attracting many sons of the nouveaux riches or, as Deedes would put it later, ‘there was a higher proportion of them than was sensible’. While the landed struggled to maintain their estates in the face of falling land values and poor agricultural prices, some of the parents of the first-generation Harrovians had done very well financially in the War. The father of one of Deedes’s friends at the Knoll had made a fortune out of supplying asphalt to the Army. There was clearly tension between the diminishing school population of aristocrats and gentry, on the one hand, and the boys whose fees were paid out of the proceeds of ‘trade’. The masters, too, were not shy of entering the debate, and there were frequent rows in the common room over the high number of Jewish boys being admitted.

If Deedes was slightly uncomfortably around the sons of new business tycoons – he had never met their sort before in rural Kent – he was also too shy and lacking in confidence to mix with the pretentious young aristocrats who swaggered around. He also recalled there were quite a few ‘coloured chaps’, which was novel for him and which he found he rather enjoyed. At one point he shared a study with an Emir ‘of somewhere or other’. Deedes was vague about Middle East geography but, always a bit of a dandy, he had perfect recall of the young Emir’s fabulous collection of tailored silk shirts.

Deedes may have performed better than average at prep school, but he cannot be said to have made much impact at Harrow. The only record of any competitive sporting activity that survived in the school magazine, the Harrovian, was his appearance in a house match for the Knoll against Moretons in a game of Harrow Football in the spring term of 1928. Deedes played as one of the halves, and the Knoll lost heavily. He played cricket in the summer, but he made no great mark in house matches or fixtures against other schools. Deedes’s youngest sister, Margaret, recalled their mother opening his school reports and copies of the Harrovian hoping to read of her son’s achievements. ‘I remember her being rather sad, when every boy had done something, and there was no mention of Bill.’

It is possible he would have begun to do much better in his fourth year at the school. But his father’s recklessness deprived him of this chance to shine. Herbert had decided that land was for fools, and that the future lay in stocks and shares. With no experience of the markets, and without taking any proper advice, he sold off all the remaining land holdings and embraced the great bull market of the late 1920s. He piled into all sorts of stocks, some highly speculative, such as a holding in Mexican oils. And then, when Wall Street crashed in October 1929, he was completely wiped out. The final reserves of some 450 years of careful accumulation of Deedes capital were squandered in a few reckless and uninformed gambles.

Even Wyndham, who had been a reliable source of subsidy and had generally stepped in to clear up the mess created by his elder brother’s financial incompetence, was unable or unwilling to help out. It is possible that he was so cross with his brother that this time he refused to pull out his chequebook. Bill Deedes knew little about the darkening international financial situation, and nothing of his father’s stock exchange gambles. So it was a terrible shock to receive a letter from his mother one morning, telling him he would have to come home.

In later life, Deedes would claim to have only the faintest memory of this episode, but it seems more likely he was willing himself to forget it. There must have been some sense of recrimination at home, if not from Bill himself, then from his mother towards his father, for their son’s school career seemed to have been wrecked by foolish investments. In his autobiography, Deedes dismissed his three unhappy years at Harrow, and his abrupt departure, in a sentence: ‘I made some good friends there, but was never particularly happy nor successful at work or games.’ That memory is only partially accurate, for in fact he later spoke of the deep unhappiness and loneliness he experienced on his arrival at the age of thirteen, and for most of the next three years. Despite his claim to have made ‘some good friends’, he did not remain in long-term contact with any of his Harrow contemporaries, except John Profumo, and that was only because they were thrown together in the House of Commons while trying to contain the scandal that took Profumo’s name. Not for the first time, in his abbreviated assessment of his time in Harrow, Deedes was showing his life-long facility for blocking unhappy memories out of his compartmentalised life.

According to the school records, Deedes’s academic record was modest, but by no means disastrous. Some boys at boarding school thrive only in their final year once they have conquered the loneliness and lack of confidence that go with being junior in a large institution. So it is impossible to know if Herbert had cost Bill an opportunity to go up to Oxford or Cambridge, where about 40 per cent of Harrow boys found places. In his final year he was placed at the top of the third of four academic divisions, which suggests he would have had a fighting chance of securing a university place if he had managed to maintain momentum, though he would certainly not have been scholarship material. Instead he departed after three years, having left only the slightest imprint on an institution to which he remained largely indifferent for the rest of his life.

He returned to his family in their rented house on Marine Parade in Hythe, and was taught by a tutor who pushed him hard enough for him to pass his school certificate – which he returned to Harrow to sit – with credits.

Even if he had been able to stay the course at Harrow, Deedes would not have come out at the other end particularly well-educated, because it was not an intellectual, or even an academic school. But by the age of sixteen he had acquired something of more value than a good formal education. From his Irish mother he had inherited a natural charm, an absence of pomposity and an innate kindness; from Effie Sinden’s nursery he emerged with impeccable manners and an allied intolerance of lateness or any manifestation of boorishness. And at Harrow, for all its philistine tendencies, he learnt self-reliance. He was not as badly equipped to face the world as it may have seemed. Not for the last time, Bill Deedes was to emerge from a period of adversity only to land firmly on his feet.


CHAPTER 3

CUB REPORTER

‘My number had come up, though in circumstances which
many will condemn today as a deplorable example of
privilege, nepotism, elitism – there is hardly a word strong
enough to condemn it.’

It started with the Indian rope trick. When reports reached the Morning Post newsroom in late June 1931 that the trick had been successfully performed in Cheltenham before the International Brotherhood of Magicians, it seemed a story perfectly suited for the new boy who had just turned eighteen, and who was so lacking in experience that he didn’t even merit a salary. Commendably, Deedes knocked the story down. He had no option, because the man who was supposed to have performed the trick – Professor Bofeys – confessed it was hokum. His assistant, the renowned conjuror Jasper Maskelyne, concurred. ‘The whole thing is pure illusion,’ Deedes quoted him as saying, ‘and although we, together with many others, have given demonstrations of part of the story, the real Indian rope trick has never been performed or witnessed by anyone.’

Normally when a reporter hands in a story in which he has described an event as not actually having happened, sub-editors are liable to place it on the ‘spike’, where it rests unpublished until it is discarded. Perhaps it was a slow news day at the Morning Post; possibly the news editor wanted to encourage his new recruit, who was about a third of the age of most of the other reporters. Whatever the reason, Deedes’s three-quarter-of-a-century journalistic career was born with an eight-paragraph story, under the headline INDIAN ROPE TRICK, and the somewhat optimistic sub-headline, REPORTED TO HAVE BEEN GIVEN IN ENGLAND. More than simple pride was at stake: because he was untested, Deedes had been employed ‘on space’, which meant he was paid only for what got into the paper.

Deedes had blundered into a career in journalism entirely by chance. He recovered from the shock of his abrupt departure from Harrow by spending an agreeable eighteen months in Hythe. He quickly mastered the art of typing at Miss Clough’s Secretarial School in Folkestone, and his golf game was soon showing promise. But eventually he had found himself under some pressure from his parents to find gainful employment. His well-connected uncle, Wyndham, was deputed to help out and, only because of the typing, the notion took hold that he might try journalism. Wyndham, who was already paying for most of the family rent and for the girls’ tutors, took his nephew to talk to an acquaintance, John Reith, director-general of the BBC. Reith decided that Deedes, then still seventeen, was of no use to the Corporation.

Undeterred, Wyndham set up an interview with Guy Pollock, the managing editor of the Morning Post, an ancient true-blue Conservative paper aimed at the aristocracy and gentry. Pollock had craved a gun on a shoot run by another Deedes uncle, Lionel Knight, on his estate in Hampshire. When Knight obliged, Pollock asked if there was anything he could do to return the favour. The uncle mentioned that his nephew had not worked since leaving Harrow in chaotic circumstances the year before. Deedes was summoned to interview in late May, shortly before his eighteenth birthday. The Morning Post, financially stretched at the best of times, was short of reporting cover going into the summer so the interview turned out to be a formality: Deedes was told that if he could start the following Monday morning the job was his. ‘My number had come up, though in circumstances which many will condemn today as a deplorable example of privilege, nepotism, elitism – there is hardly a word strong enough to condemn it,’ Deedes noted in his autobiography.

Wyndham, having secured his nephew a job, then offered him a room in the large house he was occupying in Bethnal Green. After distinguished service in the Boer War and First World War, Brigadier-General Sir Wyndham Deedes, KBE, CMG, DSO had served as an administrator. He was military attaché in Constantinople from 1918 to 1919, then director-general of public security in Egypt for two years, before serving in a similar capacity in Palestine. Then he abruptly withdrew from official public service, retiring to perform social work in one of London’s more deprived areas, although in recognition of his high rank he was not expected to slum it. He was granted a large house in Victoria Park Square, which had once been the Bishop of Stepney’s palace. It was a substantial home, with six bedrooms and a private chapel that was used as a storeroom. Bethnal Green was then, as now, an unglamorous part of London, but being on the east side of town it was at least convenient for Fleet Street, which could be reached within twenty minutes by bus through the City’s then-uncongested streets.

Once again Deedes’s young life was turned upside down. After the happy months with his sisters in Hythe, he had to start work in a city he hardly knew. He might have spent three years at school on the northern fringes of the city, but he had only come into the centre for the annual Eton–Harrow cricket match at Lord’s. Of the mysterious working class and immigrant quarters to the east of London, or the newspaper haunts around Fleet Street, journalism’s newest recruit was entirely ignorant.

Entry into journalism has always been haphazard, but Deedes’s position was unusual in that he was joining a national newspaper without any experience whatsoever – no internship on the Folkestone Herald, no dummy runs on undergraduate journals. His new home life was strained, too. It was kind of his uncle Wyndham to take care of him, but he was an austere and somewhat prissy man, no more loving and approachable than his brother. More uncomfortable still was the presence of Bill’s grandmother Rose, who acted as housekeeper-cum-consort for her younger son, accompanying him on official engagements. Bill knew enough about her responsibility for the Saltwood disaster to be wary of her, and he knew his own mother would never forgive her for what she had put the family through.

On the night before his starting day, Bill had an acute attack of anxiety, and realised that he had been so nervous before his job interview that he had no memory of how to get to the offices of the Morning Post, which was in Tudor Street, just south of Fleet Street. Rather than risk arriving late for the first day of his working life, he had to endure the humiliation of his grandmother accompanying him on the bus. She presented him to the doorman and left, rather in the manner of a mother handing over her son to matron on his first day at boarding school. All through his time at Harrow, Deedes had been nervous and acutely lacking in confidence, and those demons haunted him again as he climbed the stairs to the newsroom.

His first impression was how very old everyone seemed to be. There were a couple of relative youngsters, but none nearly so callow as he. Ian Colvin was closer to his age and, like Deedes, a winner in the nepotism stakes, for he was the son of the Post’s main leader writer.* Another was J. C. Trewin, an aspiring drama critic who was regarded as a good ‘colour’ writer when a more descriptive or wry tone was required by the news editor. But most of the staff were in their fifties or sixties, veterans as journalists or soldiers of the First World War. H. A. Gwynne, the Morning Post’s formidable Welsh editor, had covered the Boer War for Reuters alongside Winston Churchill, who was then writing for the Morning Post. Even by the standards of the day, it was a formal environment and the staff did not mix much between departments. According to one member of staff, the reporters were ‘treated as gentlemen’ and therefore expected to give their best. ‘There was no harshness and no nigger-driving.’ Deedes looked back to his six years on the Morning Post as halcyon days, rather as some grown men wax lyrical about their best years at their Oxbridge college. For him, the Morning Post was the university he would never attend because of his family’s financial collapse. By the standards of the rest of Fleet Street, it was a tiny concern, with no more than ten reporters, so the atmosphere was cosy and supportive. The thinness of the news operation offered an ambitious new recruit an early opportunity to shine, and once his nervousness subsided Deedes sensed it could indeed prove a lucky break.

Many years later, when colleagues stood in a Fleet Street bar with Deedes and remarked on his extraordinary professional longevity, talk would turn to the world around him when he embarked on his career. That world of 1931 certainly seems remote from the first decade of the twenty-first century. Herbert Hoover was in the White House; Ramsay MacDonald split the Labour Party by forming the National Government. In America, where Prohibition was still in force, Al Capone was sent to prison, the Empire State Building was topped out and ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ was designated the national anthem. Cavalcade by Noel Coward had its premiere at Drury Lane, George Formby emerged as a star and Sergei Rachmaninov’s music was banned in the USSR for being ‘decadent’. It was a big year for films, with the release of Charlie Chaplin’s City Lights, Frankenstein starring Boris Karloff, and Mata Hari with Greta Garbo. Arnold Bennett and Thomas Edison died.

Britain was more rural, and London less dominant over the rest of the country. What later came to be called the media, centred in London, held far less sway. Only three million households had a wireless licence, and the circulations of quality newspapers such as The Times, and the Daily Telegraph were modest by today’s standards. The mid-market papers, the Daily Express and the Daily Mail, at circulations of 1.7 million and 1.8 million respectively, were growing but remained far below their future peaks. The Daily Mirror, the working man’s paper, was selling around seven hundred thousand and its circulation was about to take off. Almost all national newspapers in the 1930s were written and printed in a small hub around Fleet Street. Printing mass-circulation papers was an industrial process, requiring furnaces to produce molten lead for the printing plates. Vast reels of paper had to be brought into the heart of London, and the papers taken out again for dispatch around the country by rail.

On the day Bill Deedes joined the Morning Post, the consequences of the 1929 Crash were still rippling around the globe. Factories were closing, trade was contracting and unemployment rising. Britain was forced off the Gold Standard, and on the continent totalitarianism was beginning to take hold. The Morning Post was not blind to these social and economic trends, but it never really appeared to understand how they would undermine its financial well-being. It preferred to think of its past rather than of potential future problems. Certainly, no paper could boast so dazzling and catholic a range of contributors. Over the decades of its long life, Coleridge and Disraeli wrote its leaders, Wordsworth contributed sonnets and Charles Lamb elaborated jokes at sixpence a time. Thomas Hardy contributed poems, as – inevitably – did Rudyard Kipling, who captured ‘the very odours of Empire’ and therefore also sat on the board of directors.

In 1900 Winston Churchill, then twenty-five, had covered the Boer War for the Morning Post, which seemed delighted that its correspondent had taken his Mauser pistol along and could occasionally put down his notebook and help out the British forces against the Afrikaner guerrillas. He was captured by the Boers during an attack on a British armoured train, after taking a leading role in the British defensive operation. He escaped from military prison – allegedly while on parole – and upon reaching what is now Maputo, Churchill filed to the Morning Post the most famous and self-aggrandising dispatch in the paper’s long history: ‘I am very weak but I am free. I have lost many pounds but I am lighter in heart. I shall also avail myself of every opportunity from this moment to urge with earnestness an unflinching and uncompromising prosecution of the war.’

The Morning Post was first for King, Country and Empire, and in the 1930s it attacked Irish republicanism with the vigour with which it once disdained Irish Catholicism. It was strongly pro-French and anti-Bolshevik, but always difficult to pigeonhole because of a certain ideological skittishness that kept its critics on their toes. It demanded the National Government do more for the unemployed in Distressed Areas, campaigned for a national education system and could never see the point of free trade.

By the time Deedes joined, the Post’s great days were already behind it, and it was selling under a hundred thousand copies a day. Gwynne was determined that the Post’s loss of commercial success should not be reflected in any loosening of the paper’s robust political outlook and strident right-wing views. Founded in 1772, the paper was not just the oldest national newspaper, but – as it declared below the masthead – ‘The Empire’s Senior Daily’. Its first editor, Henry Bate, ‘journalist, duellist, dramatist, prebendary of Ely, and formidable pugilist, art critic, and breeder of greyhounds’, set the tone for the paper’s fighting spirit which it never lost, even as its fortunes flickered and its influence waned.

Its outlook was old-fashioned, its news columns dreary, its leaders occasionally eccentric. The advertisements of that era, at least, offer a snapshot of the emerging consumer society through the widening economic distress. Guinness was good for you, Kensitas cigarettes, a shilling for twenty, were guaranteed not to ‘hurt, affect or irritate your throat’. The streets of London were still blessedly free of traffic despite the efforts of the motor industry to turn driving into a mass pursuit. A Bantam Singer, ‘the most advanced small car’, could be bought in 1935 for £120, a raincoat from Aquascutum for two-and-a-half guineas. The Union Castle line advertised passage to Cape Town for £90 first class, £30 tourist. A house in Oxfordshire with three reception rooms and eight bedrooms was offered at £2000, while a mansion flat in West Hampstead could be rented for £105 a year. In the mid 1930s a professional man’s annual salary could buy a family home. Before the mass immigration that followed the Second World War, foreigners tended to stick out in London. The Morning Post reported a rally of 1500 waiters in Hyde Park, protesting against the influx of Italian staff in the catering industry. They gathered under a banner that declared: ‘We were British in 1914; You be British now’. The demonstration was orderly, the Post reported, ‘and attracted slight public attention’.

This was the world into which the longest Fleet Street career of them all was launched, though Deedes was so green he was put under the wing of more experienced men for on-the-job training. His first assignment was to accompany the chief reporter, S. R. Pawley, on a two-penny tram ride to Elephant & Castle to interview the owner of a timber yard. The trade was suffering from what the Morning Post referred to as the ‘red timber menace’ – the Soviet Union’s dumping of cheap wood on the international market to the disadvantage of European producers. Deedes somewhat impertinently suggested to Pawley that it was not the most exciting story in the world; the veteran newsman put the young pup in his place, informing him that it was not for him to judge, and that the issue of red timber was very important to Morning Post readers.

Deedes quickly settled into the Stygian surrounds of the Tudor Street reporters’ room, a cramped, airless cabin, which was stiflingly hot in summer. J. C. Trewin described it thus: ‘A cluster of desks and swivel-chairs; a green baize notice-board pocked with drawing-pins; a telephone-booth, its walls scored with a palimpsest of names, dates, numbers; an electric wall-clock, that raced when you were straining to catch an edition, and lagged on those dim, forgotten evenings of Sunday late duty.’

The office may have lacked glamour, but the Post’s small team of reporters provided a network of tutors and lunchtime drinking companions for Deedes. The reporters would drift in towards eleven o’clock, check the news wires and regional correspondents’ cables, then await a commission from the news editor, Mervyn Ellis. Assuming they did not have to go out of town on a story, they would head to one or other of the several pubs within easy walking distance of Tudor Street. The White Swan, next to Temple, was the preferred Morning Post pub. Apart from the occasional drink provided by his father, Deedes had no experience of alcohol before he came to Fleet Street, but he was a quick learner, acquiring a taste for mild and bitter at 7d a pint. The reporters would drink two or three pints at lunchtime, and more in the evening, which Deedes later conceded, without much emphasis, ‘was far too much, I suppose’.* Ellis, an abstainer from alcohol who had seen too many journalists succumb to the bottle and beer keg over the years, would lecture his young reporters about the need – as he put it – to ‘stay clean on the teapot’. The gang of reporters who repaired to the White Swan took his instruction seriously, solemnly raising a toast, ‘clean on the teapot’, each time they set about another round.

Though most journalists indulged the Morning Post in its political quirkiness, one episode in its long history was difficult to brush aside, even after taking account of the ambient anti-Semitism of much of British public life between the wars, and before the Holocaust imposed restraints on what might be said in polite company. The Morning Post was a driving force behind the dissemination in the English-speaking world of The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, the crass anti-Semitic forgery that purported to reveal how an international Judeo-Communist conspiracy was masterminding a takeover of the world. Victor Marsden, a committed anti-Semite who was married to a Russian, had been the Morning Post’s correspondent in Tsarist Russia and was briefly locked up by the Bolsheviks after the October Revolution. The Protocols were supposedly passed to, translated and edited by an obscure Tsarist official called Serge Nilus, who claimed they had been recovered from the (non-existent) Zionist global headquarters in France. Marsden, an accomplished linguist, set about translating them from the Russian into English after his expulsion from Bolshevik Russia, and they found their way to H. A. Gwynne in early 1920.

There followed an intense debate within the Morning Post about whether to publish. The argument was complicated because several Post staffers, including the chief leader writer, Ian Colvin, the foreign editor and Gwynne himself, were already writing a companion book to be published after the Post’s serialisation, and so stood to profit should the Protocols prove to be sensational. Henry Peacock, the Post’s business manager, was alarmed when he heard that Gwynne intended to publish the Protocols not just as a news story but as a major serialisation. He wrote to Lord Bathurst, husband of Lady Bathurst, who inherited the paper from her father in 1908, reassuring him that he was ‘no lover of the Jews, indeed the older I get the less I like the characteristics of the race’. But he told Lord Bathurst that the Protocols were obvious ‘moonshine’ and that publication would ‘shatter the reputation of the Morning Post as a serious organ of public opinion and we should be made a laughing stock’. To concentrate Lord Bathurst’s mind, Peacock emphasised how advertisers in London might not be so indulgent of a blatant display of anti-Semitism as the Morning Post’s country readers. Appealing to his sense of commercial self-interest as much as to his journalistic integrity, Peacock suggested that publication of the Protocols could create a situation in which ‘the prosperity of the paper is jeopardised and may be destroyed’.

In the absence of any clear direction from the proprietor, Gwynne responded to Peacock’s objection by stressing that he stood by the Protocols’ authenticity, but adding another point in a covering note: ‘We have had the reputation for being anti-Jew for three years and we have flourished.’ Gwynne stressed he was not against all Jews, only those who are ‘determined to obtain domination over the world’. He pleaded with the proprietor to be allowed to alert readers to the scale of the problem the world faced. ‘Are we, holding these opinions, to stand by and let the Jew work his wicked will on the British Empire, simply because we are afraid of reprisals?’ Gwynne won the argument over Peacock, and the Protocols were published as a series of seventeen articles between 12 and 30 July 1920, with heavy promotion.

Within weeks the Protocols were proved to be a lurid forgery, to the satisfaction of everyone but Gwynne and a handful of the Morning Post’s most mulish readers. Gwynne survived as editor, despite the terrible humiliation he had brought upon the paper, and even though he had withheld evidence that cast doubt on their authenticity from the proprietor in advance of publication. When the Morning Post’s archivist was called upon to write a piece celebrating the paper’s 150th anniversary in January 1922, he pointed to the paper’s role in publishing the Protocols ‘in which were laid bare the causes of the present World Unrest’, as if they had never been shown to be bogus.

If H. A. Gwynne was embarrassed by the journalistic fiasco he had masterminded, he never publicly acknowledged it. He remained in the editor’s chair for another seventeen years until the Morning Post expired. Deedes joined the Post only eleven years after publication of the Protocols, so memory of the episode must still have been raw for many of the staff. But he never mentioned the furore when he discussed his blissful early days in the trade.

Deedes may have secured his job by chance and through nepotism, but he quickly proved himself to be a capable reporter, despite his youth and unworldliness. No matter was too trivial to escape his attention: a four-paragraph item suggested that the skill of newly fashionable beauticians, combined with modern concerns about over-exposure to the sun’s rays, meant freckles on ladies’ skin were facing oblivion. There were reports from cat shows, a speculative piece about the dismal prospects for the hoppicking season in Kent due to inclement weather, a rabbit festival in Bethnal Green and the case of a reader who complained that the Inland Revenue planned to tax the view from his home.*

He applied himself to all these stories with rigour and no little flair, and within a few months he was earning two or three pounds a week ‘on space’, an adequate income for a young, single man whose bed and board were covered by his beneficent uncle. In October 1932, sixteen months after he started work, Deedes’s progress was recognised by his formal promotion to the staff, albeit in the lowly official role as junior assistant to the news editor at a salary of five guineas a week. This was no mean achievement, because the Morning Post was sliding deeper into the financial mire. Earlier that year Guy Pollock, the managing editor and Deedes’s first journalistic benefactor, oversaw the sacking of twelve staff as a cost-cutting measure and added his own name to the list of leavers.

With his promotion to a staff position, Deedes knew he was now on his way and his reward was ever-more important assignments. His first real splash was a gruesomely detailed report about lions at Whipsnade Zoo mauling to death a man who had tried to retrieve a visitor’s hat from their enclosure. In those days the front page of an upmarket newspaper was covered in classified advertising and the main news of the day appeared on a right-hand inside page, normally page eleven, and increasingly Deedes began to fill this slot.

He was already marked down as something of a dandy around the office on account of his well-cut suits from the family’s tailor, Huntsman, in Savile Row. He was the natural candidate to be sent to Royal Ascot, where his assessment of the standard of gentlemen’s dress on a rainy day was withering: ‘It was impossible to avoid the impression that many more present could have graced the paddock and more expensive stands in the formal attire of morning coat and dark trousers, had they so desired; and that a damp day cannot really be held to excuse the unusually large number of lounge suits that were to be seen on those who by now must know that Ascot, if it is worthy of a visit, is, at the same time, worthy of correct dress.’ Reporters who could turn a phrase were allowed a surprising degree of latitude in editorialising their news copy, particularly when highlighting lapses in a gentleman’s conduct, or excessive behaviour by leftists, at home or abroad.

Deedes’s career was on a steady upward trajectory, his confidence growing and his writing style improving, when he suffered his first major setback in early 1935. Appropriately enough, given his role in a future Macmillan government as Cabinet minister responsible for information, he fell victim to political spin. He made the mistake of taking as truth a story that was being floated by the spokesman of Sir Kingsley Wood, the postmaster general. Deedes met Sir Kingsley’s press man, Braebmer, and trusted him when he suggested the cost of posting a letter would be slashed by a halfpenny from 1½d. It was sensational stuff, the ultimate consumer story, and the Morning Post splashed it with real impact. ‘Penny Post in Two Months’ the headline confidently declared, and for extra effect it ran across three columns rather than the normal two. Deedes reported that with the Post Office making a profit of ten million pounds a year, the radical postmaster general was determined to make the cut before King George V’s silver jubilee in two months’ time. Not only did it have a direct bearing on the personal budget of every reader, there was a strong patriotic angle too, making it the perfect Morning Post story.

Breakfast in Victoria Park Square that morning must have been a lively affair, with congratulations all round for the young reporter’s scoop. But by the time Deedes reported for duty at Tudor Street problems had emerged. The story was being adamantly denied by the very man who had leaked it. Braebmer, the prototype of the modern spin-doctor, had given what journalists know as a bum steer: possibly his intention had been to float the idea on Wood’s behalf and see what the reaction would be. In this case, it seems the Treasury squashed the idea, realising that Sir Kingsley Wood was contemplating shutting down a lucrative stealth tax in the form of the Post Office’s vast annual surplus. The afternoon papers knocked down the Deedes scoop, reporting Sir Kingsley’s firm denial. Deedes was summoned to see H. A. Gwynne to explain himself. He feared the worst as he stood outside the office like a naughty schoolboy waiting to be caned. In fact, Gwynne was decent, muttering to Deedes that it ‘was just the rub of the green’. The editor’s detractors would argue that as the man who had ruined the Post’s reputation with the Protocols, he was scarcely in a position to discipline Deedes. So he escaped censure, and as the international situation deteriorated the young reporter, now with four years’ experience under his belt, was ready for his next big adventure.


CHAPTER 4

OUT OF TOWN JOB

‘The warriors, who had marched through the night stark
naked – to ensure their invisibility in the darkness – met
with little resistance.’

In later life, Deedes would tell fellow journalists that the only reason the Morning Post picked him for the Abyssinian assignment was that he was young and single, and therefore cheap to insure. There may have been some truth to this. But, still, it was a singular achievement for a relative novice, only recently turned twenty-two, to be sent to cover the biggest foreign story of the year and one that was to pitch him against some of the most famous characters of British and American journalism. Four years of filing reports of the Indian rope trick and sloppy standards of dress at Royal Ascot had yielded impressive journalistic fruit.

The origins of the Abyssinian war lay in Italy’s bit-part in the European states’ nineteenth-century scramble for Africa. Never a great player in the continent, Italy was aggrieved that it was not given a larger share of Germany’s African colonies under the Treaty of Versailles. Italians yearned to avenge this slight, as well as the shameful defeat at Adowa in 1896, when native forces killed 4500 Italian soldiers, many of whom – in popular mythology, at least – were castrated by a mob of Danakil tribesmen who were reputed to present potential brides with the testicles of slain invaders. With Mussolini’s accession to power in 1922, the need to present Italy as a rising, avenging force became imperative: from 1925, the Fascist leadership began devising plans to absorb Abyssinia into Italy’s modest and largely worthless African empire, thus linking the two existing possessions of Eritrea to the north and Italian Somaliland to the south. By the beginning of 1935, as the League of Nations dithered over the breakdown of collective security, invasion seemed inevitable.

Most of Fleet Street had already ordered their star writers to Addis Ababa by the time Deedes was summoned to see the editor one hot August day. The Morning Post, in dire financial straits, had put off as long as possible the decision to send a reporter, but as rival papers began splashing increasingly overblown reports of the countdown to the Fascist invasion it realised it would have to take on the costs in order to protect its reputation as a serious newspaper.

Gwynne had covered the Boer War, so he would no doubt have been impressed that Deedes’s father and his uncle Wyndham had both served in South Africa. Deedes’s familiarity with military matters may well have been a factor in his selection as the Morning Post’s special correspondent. The editor provided avuncular advice to his young reporter, emphasising that a dead correspondent was useless to his newspaper and stressing the benefits of a finger of whisky in a water bottle to neutralise nasty bugs. Edward Russell, the austere managing editor, sent a note with his best wishes, before adding: ‘If the Emperor tells you – as he told me years ago – that the London policemen are marvellous you needn’t bother to cable it.’

Accepting the assignment was a financial bonanza. In addition to his regular salary, Deedes was assured that all his expenses in Abyssinia would be met and that he would get a special hardship bonus of twenty pounds a month, which would accumulate in his bank account while he was away. Moreover, he would equip himself for all eventualities at the company’s expense, and though Gwynne urged him to ‘observe due economy’, Deedes did not stint when he found himself in the tropical outfitting department at Austin Reed in Regent Street.
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