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For Maisie, one of the girls I leave behind



‘He could have lived a risk-free, moneyed life, but he preferred to whittle away his fortune on warfare.’

Xenophon, The Anabasis





Preface

An Introduction to the Elementary Game


‘The judge smiled. Men are born for games. Nothing else. Every child knows that play is nobler than work.’

Cormac McCarthy, Blood Meridian






My friend Mathias and I were sitting on a rock together in the Northumbrian woods watching his son and some of his friends playing amongst the trees. It had been raining for a week and a smell of damp leaves hung in the air. ‘There’s going to be a battle in five, no three minutes,’ one of the boys shouted. ‘It’s the Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe,’ another said.

‘I’m going to be Aslan,’ the first kid yelped. Another bagged the role of King Peter. ‘And I,’ Mathias’s son Kai said decisively, ‘I am going to be … Queen Susan.’ The other boys looked at him quizzically. ‘She’s got a bow and arrow,’ Kai said in response.

Mathias chuckled merrily. ‘What a boy,’ he said. ‘He’ll even pretend to be a girl if it means better weaponry.’

Mathias is German and the same age as me, born in 1961. I asked him if he had liked weapons when he was a child. ‘Oh, of course,’ he said, ‘who didn’t? But these boys always play at war. We didn’t play at war. The subject of war is … problematic in Germany,’ he smiled ironically, pleased with his knack for English understatement, ‘and so we played at cowboys. For us it was OK to pretend to shoot someone, so long as you were pretending to be an American when you pretended to shoot him.’ He looked at me, grinning. ‘And you? Did you and your pals machine-gun the bloody Jerries?’

‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘When we were eight I’d have blown your head off as soon as look at you.’

A few minutes later my eight-year-old daughter Maisie came and sat on the rock with us. She had no interest in joining in the boys’ game, which had gradually taken on a form not envisaged by C. S. Lewis, one in which Queen Susan’s bow was making a noise suspiciously like an automatic rifle and Aslan had abandoned the old magic in favour of a surface-to-air missile. ‘Kaboom!’ Reepicheep chirruped as a rocket burst above the White Witch’s head.

The week before Maisie had come home from school and said, ‘Dad, did you know Britain once fought a war with Germany? We started a project about it. It’s really cool. Britain won.’

I told her that it wasn’t just Britain. That Britain had been helped by lots of other nations: the United States, Russia, Australia, Canada, India, New Zealand, the West Indies and so forth.

‘All those countries ganging up against one,’ Maisie said when I had finished my list, ‘it’s not very fair.’ I smiled indulgently at the application of such a childish judgement to so great a conflict. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘the Germans started it.’

Maisie was a bit disturbed by the idea of Britain fighting Germany because her best friend is Mathias’s daughter Carla. The idea that sixty years ago the two of them would have been enemies was inconceivable to Maisie. Mind you, when I was her age the idea I would one day chat happily to a German would have seemed pretty far-fetched to me.

When I was Maisie’s age they didn’t need to teach you about the war. The war was all around you. Your body absorbed it like vitamin D. We watched it on TV and at the cinema; we read about it in comics and listened to the grown-ups talking about it. The names of planes and battles were part of our everyday vocabulary. To us, Cromwell was a tank not a Puritan regicide. When we saw a lemonade bottle floating in the river we yelled, ‘Sink the Bismarck!’ and threw stones at it until it smashed.

The sixties was an era of sweeping social change, but we spent our childhoods staring backwards. ‘The swinging sixties?’ my friend TK is fond of remarking. ‘Not in Walsall they didn’t, buddy.’ TK is ten years older than me, but I feel the same way. To me, the Summer of Love was a six-week school holiday filled with Stukas, swastikas and bazookas.

‘So,’ Mathias said, ‘what will we play at Games Club this time?’

‘Princes of the Renaissance,’ I said; ‘it got good reviews. You can even buy the Pope in an auction.’

My friend Will and I formed the board-games group four years ago. The original idea for Games Club came from our partners, who had formed a book group. ‘You should form a book group too,’ they said. Personally, I didn’t like the idea. I have always hated those people who pull rank in an argument. The type who say, ‘Have you ever played international football/been a plumber/run a small African country? Well, I have, and I can tell you that what you are saying is total cobblers.’ I have always hated people like that because, secretly, I fear I may be one of them. And a book group was a surefire way of having that fear confirmed.

So Will and I decided that we would do something antithetical to the book group. We would do something that was intellectually undemanding, trivial, pointless and involved limited commitment and minimum communication skills. In short, something truly masculine. Instead of making spectacular food like the women did we would buy snacks from the local garage; we would not discuss anything meaningful; we would not address the big themes; we would sit around drinking beer, eating bright orange cheese-flavoured corn-based snacks, rolling dice, moving hundreds of bits of plastic around big map-boards and yelling, ‘And now all of Turkey falls to the mighty forces of the Yellow Emperor. Look on and despair you puny weaklings!’ (Although clearly not every utterance would be quite as intellectual as that.)

At first we were a bit nervous about asking anyone else to join us. Even when a man reaches his forties the ridicule of other males is something he shies away from. We were cautious about whom to approach: ‘What about this guy? Once when I was getting my coat I thought I saw a copy of Masterpiece in the cupboard.’

‘Could be his wife’s. He’s pretty serious. He’d probably think it was stupid. I was wondering about Jonathan.’

‘Are you sure? He’s into compost and Mahler.’

We needn’t have feared. Once Games Club was up and running we were fending people off. We had to limit places, putting a strict RSVP on invites with a serious warning that failure to attend could result in the privilege of playing Eagle Games’ Blood Feud in New York being withdrawn for good. More or less total strangers would phone up or accost us in the street, begging to be allowed to come. More disturbingly still, several members of the book group openly talked of defecting, ditching the world of A. S. Byatt and Siri Husvedt for Waddington’s Formula 1 or Buck Rogers – Battle for the 25th Century. We couldn’t allow it, of course. The whole atmosphere would have gone to pieces if a woman had turned up. We needed to stay focused and competitive. And there’s one thing guaranteed to disturb the focus and competitive edge of men and that’s the arrival of the very thing they’re supposed to be focused on competing for.

*

‘And the objective of this game is?’ Mathias asked.

‘You’re the head of one of the great condottieri families of the Renaissance – Malatesta, Baglioni, Gonzaga and so on – and you’re trying to become the most influential nobleman in Italy.’

‘And how do you achieve this?’

‘Well, you can do it by building up trade, through investing money in great artworks and prestigious building projects, or—’

‘Or you can fight with all the other players until you have utterly destroyed them,’ Mathias laughed.

‘That will, in all likelihood, be the most popular strategy.’

From the trees came a wild and gruesome cry. ‘You’re dead. I just cut off your head,’ one of the boys shouted indignantly at Kai who, having emitted his death rattle, was now running around, apparently unharmed by his recent decapitation and wielding his bow like an axe.

‘Yes,’ the boy replied, ‘but I’ve got the phial of magic potion from Queen Lucy that heals all wounds.’

‘Pretending to fight a war again?’ Mathias’s wife Katarina said, coming up the path to join us. She was eight months pregnant, cradling her heavy belly in her arms as a gunner does a cannonball. ‘I wonder when he will grow out of it.’

‘I wouldn’t hold your breath,’ I said.

This is a book about men and battle. It is not about real battle (and since most of it is about me, it’s not always about real men either), but about the make-believe battle that has filled my leisure time ever since I was given a Davy Crockett hat on my fourth birthday. It is about models and games, Action Man and cap guns, Rat Patrol, the War Picture Library and playing with toy soldiers. It is about growing up in the 1960s and not growing up thereafter. It is about how war is turned into a game (and how sometimes games are turned into war), the urge to play and the need to hide.

‘A man,’ Montaigne counselled, ‘should keep for himself a little back shop, all his own, quite unadulterated, in which he established his true freedom and chief place of seclusion and solitude.’

What follows is a journey into what the French philosopher would have called a shop, but what most of us would recognise as a shed.


PART ONE

BASIC TRAINING

‘The contemplation of ruins is a masculine specialty.’

ERIK ERIKSON
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Ratios and Scales


‘You have only to play at Little Wars a few times to realize what a blundering thing Great Wars must be.’

H. G. Wells, Little Wars




It is Boxing Day. I am six years old. We are in the front room of my great-granny’s house in a fishing village near Middlesbrough. The room is bakingly hot: my great-granny comes from a generation for whom heat equals luxury. A coal fire crackles in the grate, an electric radiator hums. The house is more thoroughly sealed than a Great Pharaoh’s tomb. An ambient temperature sufficient to wilt a cactus is considered a bit parky by my great-grandmother. She is a lapsed Catholic. She gave up her religion to marry a Methodist miner. He fathered five children and then, with an inconsideration towards womenfolk for which northern husbands are noted, promptly and irrevocably died. Her departure from the Church of Rome has left her uncertain about what lies ahead. I am not sure if she believes she is destined for hell, but the warmth of her house suggests she is preparing for it.

There are fifteen of us crammed into this tiny room. Older women sit in armchairs, younger women in dining chairs, children on the arms of chairs or the laps of aunties. The men are arranged around the walls. My father has positioned himself near the front door, with its promise of fresh air and escape. My granddad is tucked away between a low bookcase and a cabinet filled with souvenirs and knick-knacks. He always stands there. There is an oval stain where his Brylcreem has soaked into the wallpaper. It surrounds his head like a greasy halo.

I am sitting on the arm of my Uncle Alf’s chair. Uncle Alf is the only man who is allowed to sit down. He cannot stand for long. His knee is dicky courtesy of some Jap shrapnel from the Battle of Kohima. Uncle Alf is a big man, with massive shoulders that threaten to engulf his head. He speaks in a guttural Teesside accent. His voice is so deep it sounds like it is playing at the wrong speed and so loud it makes the windows rattle and the tea tray shudder. Sometimes, by the time he has finished an anecdote the milk in the jug has turned to butter. He is frequently attacked in pubs and social clubs. The motivation for the assaults baffles him; it is less of a mystery to the rest of the family.

‘Now here’s a thing,’ Uncle Alf says. ‘I’m in the top house the other day, minding my own business, and I’ve just remarked to our lass what a bunch of work-shy shirkers these fellas at British Steel have become since nationalisation – fifteen of them to do one man’s job, mind you – when, suddenly, this bar stool comes flying across the room and hits us on the shoulder.’ He pulls a grim face. ‘Luckily it had clipped our lass on the back of the head on the way through and that had taken some of the force out of it otherwise it might have done some real damage. Can you believe it?’ Everybody shakes their head and mumbles astonishment.

‘And what about your lass, is she all right?’ somebody asks. Alf fixes the questioner with a look that suggests this is the stupidest thing he has ever heard in his life. ‘All right? Of course she’s all right. She’s tough as teak, our lass.’

Uncle Alf looks around and sees me. He grins and holds up his right hand. Like the rest of him it is big and knobbly, like some kind of primitive tool or the weapon a caveman would have used when tackling a mammoth. ‘See this, young Harry,’ he rumbles, indicating his fist, and he waggles his right index finger under my nose, ‘see this finger?’ I nod. ‘Well, this little finger has killed four men.’ He demonstrates how he pulled the trigger on his Thompson SMG. ‘Burmese jungle. Jap machine gun nest. Rat-a-tat-tat-tat!’ The sound of his automatic fire ricochets around the room. No one except me pays much attention to it. They have heard it all before.

I have never actually lived through a war, though I sometimes feel as if I have. When I was a child and my family got together war stories inevitably broke out. Although I wasn’t from what would be termed a military background, like most children born in the early 1960s I had many relatives with military experience. Grandfathers and great-uncles had gone through the First World War; fathers and uncles had fought in the Second World War or done National Service, often in places like Palestine, Korea, Aden and Malaya. Even those who had not fought in the wars had lived through them. They had heard air raid sirens, hidden in Anderson shelters, seen streets bombed to oblivion, been evacuated.

It was the same for every child I knew. This boy’s uncle had been in a POW camp and when he came back had had to be weaned off his habit of hiding bread and soap; this lad’s grandfather had served on the convoys that took relief supplies to Archangel and said it was so cold in Russia that when you spat it hit the deck as hail. If you mentioned Japan to that radgie old gadgie on the allotments he started swearing and he didn’t care who heard; when a UXB had suddenly and unexpectedly turned EXB the blast had blown the lady from the chemist’s across the kitchen and she’d burned her bum on the cooker. Ypres, the Somme, Tobruk, El Alamein and Monte Cassino were names so familiar to us they might have been nearby villages.

This made mine a singular generation in British history. Because, despite a national tendency to crow about our success on the battlefield, the fact is that Britain is not a land of soldiers and our experience of war is limited.

Until 1916 there had never been conscription in the United Kingdom; National Service – including the Second World War – had lasted for just twenty-five years. The British Army that fought at Minden, Quebec, Balaclava, Rorke’s Drift and even at Mons in 1914 was small and professional. During the Napoleonic Wars, when every other nation in Europe introduced conscription, Britain resisted, filling ranks decimated by fifteen years of fighting by increasing the maximum age for volunteers from twenty-eight to thirty-three.

‘Wanted,’ the recruitment posters of 1809 read, ‘Brisk lads, light and straight, and by no means gummy: not under 5 feet 5½ inches tall, or over 5 feet 9 inches in height. Liberal bounty; good uniforms; generous pay!’ The British Army was made up – bar the odd press-ganging – entirely of blokes who’d answered the situations vacant ads.

This was not the case elsewhere. In France, Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia conscription – usually by lottery – and later compulsory national service was the way the ranks of the armed forces were filled. By 1812 France, Russia and Austria were each conscripting one hundred thousand men per year, some of them boys as young as fifteen. ‘I could lose the British Army in a single day,’ the Duke of Wellington remarked sardonically, but accurately, as he marched about the Peninsula with his sixty thousand men. Meanwhile, in East Prussia Napoleon Bonaparte was preparing to cross the Russian frontier with six hundred thousand troops. Even a man as profligate with human life as the Little Corporal would have struggled to toss that lot away in twenty-four hours. (He whittled it down to around thirty thousand eventually, though it took him eight months.) At the start of the Great War Britain’s army was the same size as that of Belgium, and only half as big as that of Serbia. In 1914 the Germans had 1.75 million reservists. Britain had one hundred thousand.

Despite this compulsion (and the fact that the wealthy frequently dodged duties by paying others to do it for them), the Continentals tended to regard their vast amateur armies as exemplars of national pride and patriotism; proof that ordinary folk were prepared to fight to the death to preserve the regime and to shed their blood for the national interest. The Europeans looked down their noses at the British, wondering at the moral fibre of a country that paid men to make a career of fighting. The word mercenaries was often used. Though some of the most celebrated soldiers in history – Xenophon, Sir John Hawkswood and Count Wallenstein amongst them – were mercenaries, the term is generally pejorative. Fighting is like sex: doing it from desire or duty is one thing; doing it for money quite another.

In fairness to the Europeans it has to be said that the British tended to share this view. Although Cassell published an annual volume entitled Celebrities of the Army and men like Sir Garnet Wolsey and Lord Roberts of Kandahar were hailed as heroes, the public tended to regard the ordinary soldier as at best a nuisance and at worst a menace. ‘I would rather my son went to prison than became a redcoat’ wrote the mother of Field Marshal William Robertson. She was disappointed. He ended up not as a jailbird but a general.

In The First World War John Terraine asks why the conflict affected the British quite so dramatically. Other nations, he points out, suffered far worse casualties than Britain without convulsing quite so violently or becoming so, well, damnably emotional about it. Terraine is not terribly sympathetic. In fact, you sense the venerable military historian would like to give everybody he sees sniffling over ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ a good slap and the order to jolly well buck up. The traditional make up of the British Army is the answer to Terraine’s question. The British had never fought in such large numbers before, and had never done so as naïve amateurs.

The experience of war was new to the British in a way it wasn’t for the other nations. To the French, Germans, Belgians and Austrians, whose countryside had been regularly ravaged by hostile armies since the Reformation, war was an ever-present threat, a pestilence of steel and smoke that could sweep through at any time. Between 1859 and 1870 Prussia fought wars with Denmark, Austria-Hungary and France; France fought against Austria-Hungary and Prussia; and Austria-Hungary fought against France, Denmark, Piedmont-Sardinia and Prussia. Armies of three-quarters of a million conscripts rumbled across the countryside. Forty thousand dead and wounded were left on the field at Solferino; there were fifty-seven thousand casualties in the Seven Weeks’ War, thirty thousand at Mars-la-Tour alone. During the same period the British Army mounted punitive expeditions in Bhutan and Abyssinia and joined France for an invasion of China. The French lost more men to enemy action in a single day at Magenta than Britain did in a decade.

In Europe war was one of life’s hazards, a natural threat to be avoided like lightning or typhoid. To the British it was something that happened far away and was handled by rough men who were used to that sort of thing. The First and Second World Wars briefly changed all that. There are many reasons why the British are still so fixated on the events of 1939–45 and the sheer novelty is surely one of them.

I once met an old man who had been an officer in the First World War. Initially he’d been a volunteer in the Artists’ Rifles, but later he’d transferred to the Essex Regiment. ‘A very different attitude amongst the men,’ the old man said. ‘The Artists’ Rifles was drawn from chaps who’d joined up as a matter of politics and patriotism. They saw the Kaiser as a brute, a terrible autocrat; a fellow who’d broken all civilised conventions by invading a neutral country, Belgium. They believed that what they were doing was right. But when they got out to Flanders and saw the fearful carnage they started to question that assumption, to wonder whether the ends justified the means. They were racked with doubt and guilt.

‘The chaps from the Essex Regiment were rather different. Most came from the East End of London. Dockers, stevedores, foundrymen – tough fellows. They’d joined up out of patriotism too. But it was a different sort of patriotism, really, not what you’d call ideological. They’d grown up with one street scrapping against another, or Christians fighting Jews, or the English fighting Italian immigrants, or Aldgate fighting Shadwell, or whatever. They were fighters to a man; they didn’t need a pretext. Somebody shouted “Fight!” and they all piled in, d’you see? To them the Great War was just a bigger version. It was the King’s gang against the Kaiser’s mob.’

Looking back on it now, the old man said with a rueful smile, the East Enders were right – there really was nothing more to the Great War than two big gangs fighting for nothing more than the sake of it.

I didn’t know my grandfather’s eldest brother Joe, but from what I’d heard of him and knew of my granddad I would judge that he was more Essex Regiment than Artists’ Rifles. Joe had joined up at sixteen, lying about his age. He left behind a life of hard manual work in the inferno of Middlesbrough’s Ironmasters’ district where three dozen blast furnaces filled the sky with dark smoke and the streets with orange light.

The brothers left school at fourteen. They worked as laundry boys, but were fired after an incident in which Joe sneaked up behind a brewer’s dray that was delivering to the next-door pub and shot a steam hose at the arses of the vast shire horses that pulled it. Alarmed, the horses set off at a gallop, sparks flying as their big hooves struck the cobbles, kegs of beer bouncing loose and smashing in the road. The street filled with yells and the smell of ale. ‘You should have seen them buggers run!’ my granddad said, still chortling fifty years later.

They moved on to work as sheet metal roofers on the big fabrication sheds for Teesside’s burgeoning structural steel industry, carting buckets of iron rivets up long, long ladders. Once, when they were working on a roof in South Bank, my granddad said, a couple of older blokes had given them some lip about their hair (they were a family of redheads). Joe had walked over, picked up a three-pound hammer from one of the men’s toolbags and casually dropped it over the parapet, watching as it fell to the ground a hundred feet below. ‘Any more out of either of you,’ he said, ‘and you’re following it.’

‘Our Joe,’ my granddad said with an approving chuckle, ‘now, he was tough.’

Joe went off to fight and his family watched nervously whenever the telegram boy came down the street, fearful it was their door he would knock on. In the kitchen they had a map marked with flags to show the front line. After eighteen months Joe came back on leave. He brought with him a kitbag filled with cigarettes. Army rations, he said, but Joe didn’t smoke. None of the brothers did. They spent their spare time in the boxing gym. They took their fighting seriously, and even in 1918 people knew that smoking made you short of breath. So he tipped the packets of cigarettes out onto the table in the scullery and told everybody in the street to pop in and help themselves to a packet when they needed one. ‘It was about three foot high, that pile of cigarettes,’ my granddad said, and by the end of the week it had gone. And so, by rights, was Joe, back to the Front. But while he was home news came that the armistice had been signed. ‘Well,’ Joe said, ‘they won’t be needing me any more now,’ so he demobbed himself and never went back.

That wasn’t, of course, the way the army did things. Joe was classified as a deserter. ‘Once a week,’ my granddad said, ‘the military police would come to the door and our Joe would hide on the back slope of the coal shed ’til they’d gone.’

Eventually they gave up looking for him. They never caught my granddad’s cousin Gilbert either. He’d taken early – and unofficial – retirement from the 17th Lancers at the beginning of 1918. He had a cavalryman’s moustache and the family trait of whimsy. ‘A strapping great fella,’ my granddad said, ‘he used to swim in the River Tees at Yarm with his bowler hat on.’ ‘Why’d he keep his bowler hat on?’ we’d ask. ‘So if ladies came by strolling along the bank he’d be able to tip it to them,’ my granddad said. It was obvious, really.

My grandfather was too young for the Great War. When the Second World War started he volunteered for the navy but he was working in a chemical plant, a reserved occupation. He served in the Home Guard and cycled to work each day. Once when he was riding home along the coast road from the two-’til-ten shift the air raid warning sounded. He took shelter in the dunes and, tired, fell asleep. At dawn he woke up. ‘There was a field of cows grazing on the other side of the road,’ my granddad said, ‘and they were just standing there normal, like. But when you took a closer look all their heads were gone.’ A bomb had landed near by and the blast had decapitated the herd.

Eventually my grandfather got to sea. He was sent to work on the Persian oilfields in Abadan. The convoy of ships carrying Granddad and his workmates sailed through the Mediterranean menaced by German dive-bombers. Beneath the waves U-boats lurked like hungry sharks. The radar sonar bleeped rhythmically, the martial equivalent of life support machines.

*

My grandfather’s brothers had served in the First World War, my father’s in the Second. His eldest brother Randolph was in the Fleet Air Arm. Randolph was much older than my father and Dad’s memories of him were blurred, like an out of focus photograph. Randolph was kind but a believer in discipline. Once, when my father and the other younger brother James had failed to lift their caps to the wife of the vicar, Randolph had punished them by making them march round and round the garden. He sat in a chair to make sure they did things properly and every time they came level with him he called out ‘Eyes right!’ And they turned their heads and saluted him. James later became an officer in the Green Howards, serving as a guard on the train that took Rudolf Hess to Nuremberg.

As a pilot of a Fairey Swordfish torpedo bomber (a biplane, all struts and wires, that rumbled like a bumble bee and flew at roughly the same speed) Randolph took part in the sinking of the Italian fleet at Taranto. He flew from HMS Ark Royal and soon became a Royal Navy test pilot. Navy test pilots are generally regarded as the best flyers of all: in the United States the very best were selected to be astronauts. By the time the war ended Randolph had flown and tested over 120 different types of plane and had been one of the two pilots who carried out the first landings by jets on an aircraft carrier. His survival in what was notorious as one of the world’s most dangerous jobs was considered something of a miracle. A few months after the war finished he took an aeroplane up for a joyride, had an accident on landing and was killed. His first child was three months old.

The next brother, John, was a journalist on the Middlesbrough Evening Gazette. He was quick-witted and sarcastic, the bookshelves in his bedroom filled with the fashionable writers of the day: Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, Sherwood Anderson, Graham Greene. An improbably glamorous figure, grinning lopsidedly from beneath a flopping fringe of blond hair, John did not take kindly to the hurly-burly of family life. After one particularly grumpy display over Sunday lunch his mother said, ‘I suppose you’d much rather have been an only child?’

‘Yes,’ he snapped back, ‘and orphaned at fourteen.’

John learned to fly for a bit of fun in the 1930s and joined the RAF shortly after the war started. He flew fighters in the Western Desert and then in Europe. Randolph’s pilot logbooks are understated, brief and to the point. John’s are offhand, filled with the sort of slang you might imagine existed only in films such as Mrs Miniver or Reach for the Sky: ‘Skipper winged by Jerry,’ they say, ‘and limped home under escort.’ John was recorded missing, presumed dead, after he failed to return from a reconnaissance mission over Dunkirk shortly after D-Day.

One of the only photos I have ever seen of the two men not in uniform was taken in early 1939. They are standing with my father (still a chubby primary school boy in a cap and belted mac) and James (head cocked to one side, an adolescent boy who is just realising that he is actually rather handsome) on the headland overlooking the North Sea near Saltburn, smiling into the camera, their tweed sports jackets buttoned. Randolph is holding a pipe, John a rubber band-powered model aircraft.

Up in the attic of our house my father had set up a workroom where he made radio-controlled aircraft and pond yachts. Framed pictures of the brothers were dotted across the walls: Randolph after landing a Swordfish on a crowded beach in North Berwick one bank holiday Monday when the engine failed; John in Egypt, baggy shorts, a life jacket, eyes narrowed in the sun; Randolph waving from the cockpit of a flying Hurricane; John in a Spitfire; a flight of Swordfish above the Med.

I knew these men only from pictures and stories. For me, they inhabited a long-gone world of heroism and adventure not so very different from the one portrayed in the books of Arthurian, Celtic and Greek myths that were my favourite reading. Rosemary Sutcliffe’s children’s version of the great Anglo-Saxon epic Beowulf was the book I liked best. I studied the line drawings of Beowulf wrestling Grendel, ripping the monster’s arm out of the shoulder socket, and I gazed at the photos on the wall. Like Beowulf they had pitched themselves against the forces of great darkness and won, but there was no happy ending.

When we finally leave my great-granny’s house that Boxing Day night the chill of the December darkness briefly slaps us into silence. I am still thinking about Uncle Alf’s index finger. ‘Did you kill anyone when you were in the army?’ I ask my dad when we get to our Riley. My dad was in Malaya with the 12th Royal Lancers (Prince of Wales’s). He had a Dingo Scout Car, which was like an armoured car, only – and this is a major disappointment to me – without a cannon. I already know what the answer to my question is. I have asked my father this same question dozens of times, but there is always the possibility that he has overlooked something, that when I ask again this time he will say, ‘Well, funnily enough, now you come to mention it there was that chap at Maxwell Hill …’

‘No, I didn’t,’ my dad says.

‘Uncle Alf did,’ I say. ‘When he was in the army he killed lots of people.’

‘Only with his cooking,’ my mum replies.

‘What d’you mean?’ I say. My dad laughs. He will tell me when I am older, he says.
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Written Orders and Signals


‘… war is hell; but peace, peace is fucking boring.’

Joaquin Phoenix, Buffalo Soldiers




I was off school for a fortnight with influenza. Day after day I lay in bed. Rest was what the doctor ordered, and since there was no daytime TV in those days there was really nothing to get up for anyway. My mother and father were at work. Neighbours and relations called in periodically to check I hadn’t been kidnapped or set fire to anything. They brought Lucozade and bananas.

I filled the long hours of the day by picking the encrusted snot off my nostrils, trying to identify the bitter taste of the gunk I coughed up, turning my pillow over every half hour to feel the coolness of the cotton against my cheek and listening to Radio One on a tiny transistor radio a bloke from down the road who worked on the oil tankers had brought back from the Persian Gulf.

‘What’s the recipe today, Jim?’ Uncle Raymondo asked Jimmy Young every morning; Leapy Lee sang ‘Little Arrows’, Val Doonican ‘If I Knew Then What I Know Now’; and when the news rolled around every hour the Israelis were fighting the Arabs and the Vietnamese were battling the Americans in places I had never heard of.

For some reason the newsreaders never told you the important things: who were the goodies, who were the baddies and who was winning. Besides, news of battles in other countries made me feel jealous. Britain hadn’t been involved in a war for years. The Yanks and the Egyptians, Israel and Syria, the Vietcong, Jordan and even the Aussies were driving tanks, firing machine guns and launching rockets, and what were the British doing? Arguing over whether we should have decimal currency or not. It was so unfair.

I read all my books about Beowulf, Cuchulainn, Perseus and the Medusa, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Robin Hood. I read some old books of my dad’s too – With Wolfe in Canada and The Lion of the North by G. A. Henty and Andrew Lang’s Red Book of Heroes. Then I read them all again, pretending I didn’t know the endings.

One day my gran turned up with a big cardboard box emblazoned with the legend ‘Peak Freen Continental Assortment’. Her next door neighbour, Mrs Garbutt, had given it her, she said. It had belonged to the Garbutts’ oldest boy, Mickey. Mickey had just been taken on as an apprentice at Haverton Hill shipyards and everyone was very pleased. Mickey had been a troublesome youth, led astray by the wrong sorts into various episodes of petty crime and fights in car parks and on football trains, but now it seemed he had settled down. ‘You can’t go far wrong if you’ve a job in a shipyard,’ my gran said. Five years later my granddad would advise me, ‘You’ll never be out of work if you can use a slide rule.’ The world was changing fast and lack of prescience ran through Britain like some genetic disorder.

I opened the box. Inside, arranged in four neat stacks, were over a hundred Pocket Library comics: Commando, Combat Picture Library, War Picture Library, Air Ace Picture Library and Conflict. I picked one up from the top of the stack. On the cover was a colour illustration of a dogfight between a British fighter and a German Me 109, blasts of red and yellow flame bursting from the wing-mounted cannons, the title of the story running diagonally across the top of the page: ‘Ace in a Hole!’ Inside, black and white drawings. A trio of Hawker Hurricanes swooped down on a German convoy in northern France. ‘We’ve caught Jerry with his pants down, boys. Let’s blast him!’ Machine gun rounds ripped from the wings of the swooping planes, rat-a-tat-tat. ‘Raus, raus!’ The drivers of the lorries sprang from the doors for safety as the petrol tanks detonated. ‘Zum Teufel!’ – the cargo of munitions exploded. ‘That’s three truckloads of ammo our boys on the beachheads won’t need to worry about.’ The Hurricanes wheeled away. Behind them smoke rose from the burning lorries and the surviving squareheads mopped soot and cold sweat from their brows.

My gran is talking, something about making me a mixture of raw egg, milk and sherry that will build me up, but I’m not listening. I am entranced by the terse poetry of the prose. ‘The planes tore across the moonlit sky, flak bursts blossoming around them.’ One of the Hurricanes had been hit by enemy ack-ack. ‘I’ve bought one!’ Flames leap from the engine cowling. ‘I’m going to have to bail out!’ The hatch above his head is reluctant to open. ‘Drat, it’s jammed!’ The Hurricane begins to spin earthwards. ‘It’s a gamble but it’s my only chance!’ The pilot twists his control lever, the plane tips upside down. Miraculously, the hatch flies off. ‘Thank goodness for gravity!’ The pilot, Ace Hart, falls earthwards. ‘Sorry to lose the old crate, but …’ He is upside down. ‘Have … To … Right … Myself.’ He somersaults in mid-air and pulls the ripcord. The parachute opens as the Hurricane crashes into the earth. ‘Cripes!’ The rest of the Hurricanes want to offer assistance but they are running low on fuel: ‘If we don’t turn back now we’ll never get back to Blighty.’ ‘So long, Ace! And good luck!’

My gran returns with a glass that is engraved with advice on how to tell if an egg is fresh by floating it in water. The drink she has made is cold and custard coloured and smells of the liqueur chocolates you are allowed to have at Christmas because it’s only once a year and one or two won’t do him any harm. I mean, when I was a bairn they used to give you gin when you were teething. I drink it. It makes my throat and chest feel warm. I eat a Wagon Wheel biscuit that is marginally bigger than my head and feel as if I am floating like the pilot under his billowing parachute.

Down below, Jerry is waiting, rifles at the ready, as the ’chute catches in a tree.

‘Hande hoch, Englischer Schweinehund!’

‘Watch where you’re pointing that thing, sausage muncher.’

A German officer arrives in a Kübelwagen. ‘For you, my friend, the war is over,’ he says. Our hero smiles, accepting the proffered cigarette; a bubble hovers above his head: ‘That’s what you think, Fritz.’

Over the next week I read every comic in the box: Hun Bait, Typhoon Force, Seek and Strike, Tracy of Tobruk, Jungle Patrol, Killer at Large. In panel after illustrated panel tanks exploded and bombers spiralled earthwards; ‘Achtung!’ the stern-faced stormtroopers yelled, while buck-toothed, myopic Japs died with a cry of ‘Aieeee!’ (British troops faced the ultimate journey with a much manlier ‘Aaargh!’) and the plucky Brits greeted explosions and bayonet charges with schoolboy cries of ‘Lumme!’, ‘Stripe me!’ and ‘Crikey!’, dispatching enemies with a snarled ‘Tough luck, chum!’

The comics were filled with valour, patriotism and cowards who met a sticky end. Gastronomy also featured heavily, perhaps reflecting the impact of food rationing on the British psyche. The enemy was routinely identified by his diet. The Germans were ‘sausage munchers’, the Japanese ‘rice chompers’, the Italians ‘ice cream wallahs’. Even the throwing of a hand grenade was likely to be celebrated with a cry of ‘Chew on this pineapple, squarehead!’ Despite extreme provocation the forces of the Axis refused to hit back in kind, though the temptation to yell ‘Stodge swallowers!’ or ‘Overcooked vegetable slurpers!’ at the advancing Tommies must have been almost overwhelming.

The Second World War ended in 1945. It re-started in 1958. Or at least the children’s version of it did. In the 1950s boys’ comics did not concern themselves with the Second World War. In fact, they seem to have been trying to create the impression that it had never happened. As rationing and austerity measures bit chunks out of the British way of life the comics continued to publish pre-war series about the glorious Empire such as The Wolf of Kabul, in which a native bearer named Chung – who bore a strong resemblance to Johnny Weissmuller – roamed about the North-West Frontier slapping wily Pathans and mutinous Sepoys around the head with his favourite weapon, a cricket bat dubbed Clickabar, just to prove that, while brave and loyal, these native chappies really didn’t have the mental capacity to get involved in running their own country.

It was only as the decade came to a close that strips about the Second World War started to appear. The War Picture Library series was launched in 1958. It was closely followed by the Combat Picture Library and, in 1961 – the year of my birth – Commando Comic, with its classic dagger logo. On top of these there were other, more short-lived titles: the Pocket War Library, War at Sea, Conflict, Sabre Picture Library and Air Ace Picture Library. And as if this were not enough to sate the public appetite, the traditional weekly comics such as Hotspur and Albion were abandoning Arthurian knights and Victorian heroes such as Chung and allowing themselves to be overrun by men in metal helmets yelling ‘Feuer!’, ‘Ja, Kapitän!’, ‘In the name of the Emperor!’ and ‘Banzai!’
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