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FOR PENNY














Then, whatever will restrain


the coward reasoning in my brain?


I think it will be that I am mad to see


the whole performance and what the end will be




– Keith Douglas, 1941
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Introduction



THIS IS A book about a bygone age of war reporting, before the existence of mobile and satphones; before journalists became regarded as legitimate targets by many non-state combatants; before the world descended from the curiously stable nuclear post-Second World War order into something closer to twenty-first-century anarchy. When my colleagues and I travelled to report conflict, whether for BBC TV or a British newspaper, we were offered no training such as is now deemed mandatory by insurance companies, nor – except in Vietnam – issued with a protective flak jacket and helmet. In part, this may be because many reporters of that era had done national military service. Some had even fought for their countries, and thus knew a fair amount about armies and lethal weapons, as their successors do not, until they learn the hard way. It is a wry reflection that more than sixty years have passed since I completed, albeit narrowly so, the British Army’s parachute course, as I describe later.


It should not be thought, however, that this story is suffused with nostalgia. All wars, whether of the past or the present, are ghastly human tragedies. Conflict zones should never have been – should never come to be – treated as theatres of cruelty for the advancement of ambitious journalists’ careers. Nonetheless, I have always thought that most of us in the media are guilty to some degree of adventurism. A few years ago, in a BBC TV studio discussion about war corresponding chaired by that great broadcast correspondent John Simpson, I suggested to my fellow panellists Jon Snow of Channel 4 News and Christiane Amanpour of CNN that when we report from battlefields, few of us contrive to leave our egos at home.


Both rejected my suggestion – a slur on their integrity, as they seemed to perceive it. They asserted decisively and even perhaps rather crossly that they went to wars to raise the banner of truth, to tell the story to the audience at home. Yes, yes, I said: of course we all aspired to do that. But were not even the most celebrated of our kind just a little vain, as well? John Simpson kindly supported my view, but Snow and Amanpour were not having any of it. And, of course, I recognize that both were, and remain, admirably principled promoters of truth.


The foremost advantage that my generation of journalists possessed over those of today was that in the twentieth century our employers in all countries could mobilize large resources to fund our travels. Advertising revenues were streaming into the coffers of mainstream media, as in 2024 they are not, to support an astonishing range of global reporting. The London Evening Standard, for which I reported on and off for some years, found cash to send staff to every big overseas story. Its editor dispatched me to Biafra in January 1969, to the Arab–Israeli War of Attrition in 1970 and to the Yom Kippur War of 1973, as well as funding repeated visits to Vietnam. When I edited The Daily Telegraph, I felt able to deploy seventeen staff on coverage of the 1991 First Gulf War, six of them in the theatre of operations in the Middle East. We took for granted our budget as well as our duty to cover the war in depth, as did every other major news organization of that era. Today, that sort of money is simply not available. Even such lavishly funded newspapers as The Washington Post, owned by Jeff Bezos, feel obliged to cut back global operations to reduce losses.


Thus we were, though we did not then know it, a privileged generation of foreign correspondents, and explicitly war reporters. I was among the youngest, and deferred to the many of my colleagues who had witnessed, and in some cases fought, in the Second World War, like Daily Telegraph military correspondent Sheriff Thompson, who commanded First Airborne Division’s guns at Arnhem in 1944. I still blush to remember my embarrassment one day during the 1973 Yom Kippur War, when I dived for cover as a Syrian jet streaked overhead only to behold Sheriff still chatting away, unmoved either physically or – apparently – emotionally.


Far more journalists have been killed reporting from war zones since 1990, initially in the Balkans and most recently in Gaza, than perished in my day, even allowing for the relatively heavy casualties in Indochina. This is partly because reporters attend conflicts in much larger numbers; partly because wars involving non-state actors, such as were the Balkan conflicts, are inherently more chaotic and dangerous; finally because many belligerents no longer much care whether they kill journalists or not. It has become extremely difficult for reporters to gain access to the front in Ukraine, of course from Russia but likewise from the Ukrainian side. The rival armies seek to shield from view their military secrets and losses. They permit a few reporters to travel beyond the rear areas only under closely controlled conditions. Moreover, while journalists’ courage is never in doubt, there are few who display the knowledge to perform informed military analysis from Kyiv. Most of the real insights into the state of the conflict are written and read in Western capitals, among writers with access to armed forces or intelligence sources. The same is true in Gaza and the West Bank, where the Israeli high command shields from critical scrutiny the conduct of the IDF.


I have often observed that war reporting is like doing a jigsaw puzzle with most of the pieces missing: it is unlikely that any of the belligerents will tell an outsider, even of their own nation, the whole truth about what is going on, about what their forces are, or are not, achieving. Many Western reporters served in Afghanistan between 2002 and 2019, but it was only years afterwards, following leaks from inside the armies, that reliable information emerged and prosecutions for war crimes, for excesses carried out by several nations’ special forces, including those of Britain, were instituted. It is not realistic to imagine that war correspondents can ever be permitted to accompany those carrying out operations ‘at the sharp end’, in any conflict. But it might be useful for journalists who dearly love – as did I myself, I must say ruefully – to describe one’s own experiences under fire to also frankly avow the limits of their knowledge and access, so that readers can assess the value of their words.


Since the millennium, I have several times visited Iraq and Afghanistan with one or other of our armed forces’ chiefs of staff, experiences that were helpful in informing my analyses of what was taking place for various newspapers. By travelling with ‘the brass’, of course I did not again become a war correspondent: I was merely a privileged middle-aged spectator. But, at a time in 2012 when Western commanders in Afghanistan were asserting that the war against the Taliban was going well, I never forget following our Chief of the Defence Staff on a foot patrol through a village close to a British Army base. Nobody shot at us, but the sullen hatred in the eyes of the local people we passed told me almost everything that I felt I needed to know about how little headway we were making in that impossibly alien society.


I have written many times, about many such war zones, that a foreign army can win all the firefights, year in and year out, but will never prevail unless there is a credible local civilian political structure for the Western soldiers to mesh with, such as proved lacking in both Afghanistan and Iraq. In such places, war correspondents must never allow themselves to forget that recording what the armies are doing represents only a few pieces of the aforementioned jigsaw that is their responsibility to contribute to solving, even if they can never hope to complete it.


It has been one of the most unwelcome revelations of the 2020s, after decades in which global conflict has been dominated by insurgencies and responses to them – so-called ‘wars among the people’ – to witness the revival of major conventional wars, in which huge armies, tanks, missiles and warplanes are committed. Obviously Ukraine offers the most conspicuous example of this phenomenon, which few national governments or pundits anticipated. But there seems every reason to expect, and to fear, that the years ahead will see more such big wars, which take place amidst a permanent threat of escalation. Aggressors start wars because they believe they can win them, and around the world an alarming number of autocrats believe that the West and its clients are vulnerable, because in our decadence we have chosen to disarm ourselves.


This makes it all the more important that there should be journalists – who are thoroughly informed about military affairs, as most today are not, even the Americans – to describe and analyse defence issues and report on conflicts. For years past, defence has been perceived as a career cul-de-sac for ambitious reporters. When a new defence correspondent was appointed to a major British title a few years ago, her editor asked me to meet her, to offer some tips. When we met, she proved conspicuously bright and punchy. I told her, entirely sincerely, that I was sure she could make a big success of her role, if only she could stick at it for, say, five years. In the event, she lasted less than two before moving on. It is simply not possible in such a short time to master a vastly complex brief, get to know some of the military practitioners, and thus do justice to informing viewers and readers about grave threats facing the planet.


To return to my own tale: this is an account of stuff I did as a very young man, learning my craft in some wars that were almost as deadly as those in Ukraine and Gaza today, and others that were less so. In old age I recognize how fortunate I was to come home unscathed, even after some foolish and frankly irresponsible adventures and experiences. No one should imagine that I represent myself as a master of my craft, as were the likes of Alan Moorehead, Chester Wilmot and Walter Cronkite, to name but three, in the Second World War. I have learned vastly more as an author writing history books about war for the past forty-odd years than I ever knew on those battlefields of long ago. Think of what follows as a dispatch from a lost age, written with slim hopes that, in years to come, mankind will devote less energy and genius to killing his fellows, and that some, at least, of the journalists of the future, our successors, will show themselves less foolish than I often was.


MAX HASTINGS


June 2024










Foreword



SOLDIERS AND JOURNALISTS make uneasy bedfellows. Members of any decent army, navy or air force are formed in a tradition of duty, discipline, honour, teamwork, sacrifice. Journalists are individualists, often even anarchists. Whoever heard of a successful reporter respectful of regulations and hierarchies? To the eye of your average regimental officer, correspondents are irresponsible, disloyal, undisciplined. Soldiers have to see things through to the end. Journalists almost never do. After the Falklands War, Captain Jeremy Black, RN, vented his disgust about the selfishness of the reporters he carried on his own ship, the carrier Invincible. Soldiers and sailors of all nationalities have echoed his sentiments through the ages. Kitchener’s pithy remark about drunken swabs has passed into Fleet Street legend. The commanding officer of 2 Para, with whom I marched to the edge of Port Stanley in 1982 before the unit was ordered to halt and I went on alone in pursuit of a scoop, said afterwards that he would never take me on an operation again, because he thought my behaviour so irresponsible. I wasn’t too impressed with him either.


Yet over the years, on battlefields all over the world, I have enjoyed encounters and made friendships with soldiers and sailors that I cherish, and which I think some of them, too, have gained pleasure from. My experiences among warriors have been among the most important of my life. On their side, it is compulsory to express disdain for publicity. Yet it is only natural for men who are risking their lives for their country to appreciate recognition. However much they dislike the media, commanders of Western armies have been obliged to acknowledge that soldiers in modern war want to know that their efforts and sacrifices are being reported at home. They need journalists to tell their story. I am one of those who has often been happy to do so, although this book also records plenty of occasions when I have caused trouble by wilfully disobeying or deceiving military authority in various parts of the world. That has been my job as a journalist and, to be honest, great fun too. Even when we admire soldiers, it is not our business to record their doings on their terms. Of course, I have often been frightened and run away. I have seen soldiers do some terrible things. I have also, however, seen them do fine and even great ones.


Until the last years of the twentieth century, warriors and heroes were almost synonymous. Arma virumque cano was a cliché. Young bloods in their hearts subscribed to Johnson’s view, that ‘every man thinks meanly of himself, for not having been a soldier’. Today, this is a wholly unfashionable view. I spent some of the most rewarding days of my young life not in being a soldier – or at least only briefly and without distinction, as I shall recount – but instead witnessing and recording the doings of soldiers, as a correspondent and later as a military historian. Few people in Britain today dislike soldiers, but most have never met any, creatures from another planet. I have known lots. Hollywood has created a myth of the modern soldier as psychopath, in silly films like Platoon. It is true that every army has its eager killers, and it is a matter of history that some of these served in Vietnam. But there are fewer than most movies suggest. I was among many fans of Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan, because for all that film’s flaws its central character is exactly the sort of understated, decent officer struggling to do a tough job against the odds whom I have met on battlefields all over the world.


Some of my experiences with warriors have been droll, some dramatic, others merely absurd, which reflects more upon my trade than upon theirs. Over half a century after its publication, Scoop remains the definitive work on foreign correspondence. Schools of journalism might be taken more seriously by journalists if Evelyn Waugh was a set text. One of the limitations of the American newspaper business is that so few American journalists acknowledge our absurdities, or grasp the fact that reporters are only privileged spectators of the divine comedy. That does not mean we do not take our role seriously, but rather that we should never forget its huge, inherent shortcomings. So many American reporters, especially those who work for that vast suet pudding the New York Times, see their part in majestic, even heroic terms. British journalism remains rooted in a literary, rather than a political science, tradition, which helps to explain why it produces more and better jokes, if also more shameless fantasists.


Most soldiers – British ones, anyway – have a remarkably well-developed sense of comedy even on the battlefield, and are under few delusions about the follies which have made it necessary for them to fight. Every intelligent soldier goes to war knowing that the fact he must do so reflects political failure. Yet this does not prevent him from rejoicing in the chance of adventure, which is more often to be found at war than in peace. The very word ‘adventure’ sounds irresponsible and politically incorrect today, especially when coupled with conflict. I grew up believing adventure to be the proper purpose of any young man. My greatest fear as a boy was that I would prove unequal to the chance, as indeed I often did. Nothing I have experienced can match the adventures of my parents’ generation, who went through the Second World War. I recently read the war memoirs of a Welsh Guards officer, Carol Mather. Mather joined the army from Cambridge at nineteen, in 1939. After a spell training with the French army’s ski troops, he was posted to North Africa. He transferred to the fledgling SAS, and endured all manner of dramas in the desert before he was captured and imprisoned in Northern Italy. After escaping, he walked the length of the Apennines for two months with a fellow officer to reach the British lines. He spent the rest of the war as a liaison officer with Montgomery in North-West Europe. I quote his experience not because it was unique, but because it was not untypical. What are a few weeks in the Falklands or Vietnam or a Middle East war, to compare with years in the trenches in the First World War, or living as Mather did between 1939 and 1945?


Yet each generation must find adventures within its own compass. I feel wonderfully lucky that as a young man in my twenties, I was paid to travel the world and do exotic things in exotic places – ‘autorisé à circuler à ses risques et periles,’ as my Cambodian press card so pithily expressed it. It would be wrong to convey the impression that I was ever a full-time war correspondent, as were the great Alan Moorehead and many others in the Second World War, and their successors in Vietnam, Lebanon, Bosnia. As a roving ‘fireman’, I covered all sorts of assignments, most of which have no place in this tale – famines in Ethiopia, Yemen, Mauritania; crises in Greece, Egypt, South Africa, the United States; a coup in Grenada; tales from Brazil, Kenya, Sudan, the Seychelles, China and so on. I reported from more than sixty countries in all, for the London Evening Standard and BBC TV.


Yet this is a story only about my experience of conflict and armies. Observant readers will notice a slight lack of symmetry between my own behaviour and the fortitude and heroism – often heroism – of the men whose doings I was reporting. It is almost impossible to write matter-of-factly about war, because it is the most moving of human experiences. Few reporters under fire fail to become emotionally engaged. Some find themselves identifying with the men whose trenches they share, as I did in the Falklands; the writing of others is dominated by revulsion towards the excesses of their fellow men, like that of so many correspondents in Lebanon and Indochina. I have tried to check dates and events with my own files and with old colleagues. I am sure passages remain, however, in which memory has played me false – this is a bedside story, rather than a campaign history. It is not a narrative of what happened to Ulster, or Vietnam, or the Middle East, or even the Falklands, but merely a tale of what happened to me, as a journalist, in those places. It has been a delight to write, because few things are nicer than to recall in middle age, warmth and tranquillity, past moments of youth, discomfort and fear.


I owe a debt to my family, who put up with so much while I was on assignment abroad. On battlefields, I thought a lot about my wife and children, but it never occurred to me for a moment that my parents might be concerned about my fate, or even that they had any rights in the matter. It was my life, for heaven’s sake. But now that I am a parent myself, forever worried to death about my offspring, I understand what my own parents went through, and how selfish I was, as all children are. Belated apologies are due, not least to my mother, Anne Scott-James, to whom I owe a good measure of whatever qualities have enabled me to bluff my way through the newspaper business all these years.


The late Charles Wintour, for so long the Evening Standard’s greatest editor, gave me marvellous opportunities as a very young reporter, for which I owe him more than I can say. I am also indebted to a host of old colleagues and soldiers of many countries who put up with me on the battlefield, and whose companionship warmed my heart more than any camp fire. I should mention especially Will Aaron, who directed many of my films for BBC TV’s 24 Hours and Midweek, together with fellow writing journalists such as Simon Winchester, Colin Smith, John Clare, Robert Fox, Richard Johns, Stewart Dalby, the late and great Nicholas Tomalin. I am indebted to far too many soldiers and sailors to name them here, but I must pay special tribute to Michael Rose, Nick Vaux and Jeremy Larken from the South Atlantic War. I love and revere them all – and cherish our shared memories.




MAX HASTINGS





Hayward House, Berkshire


November 1999
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‘Things must be bad, amigo. I think I just saw Max Hastings.’





The Times, 6 June 1983.













CHAPTER ONE



Tarnished Wings


THIS IS A story about soldiers, and about my experiences reporting their doings. I had better begin by admitting as much of the truth as I can remember after all this time, about my first love affair with the British army, and its ignominious ending. I grew up steeped in military romance. Nanny pushed my pram across Hyde Park in the days when clusters of Guardsmen sat on the grass with their rifles every summer morning practising the naming of parts, and as a child I leaned out eagerly to watch them, between annual pilgrimages to the Royal Tournament. In Coronation year, 1953, when the park became a vast tented encampment for the procession, at the age of seven I was thrilled to be taken around the horse lines by a glittering cavalry officer nanny and I met in Rotten Row. The nursery songs of the period were still much influenced by relatively recent military history.






Goodbye, Dolly, I must leave you,


Though it breaks my heart to go,








was among nanny’s favourite ditties from the Boer War, which she remembered with some enthusiasm. We heard plenty of ‘Come to the cookhouse door, boys,’ and of course a rich assortment of First World War musical fare in the bath, or even sometimes, more eccentrically, on top of the bus:






Pack up your troubles in your old kitbag,


And smile, boys, smile.








Though my father had not been a soldier, like most of his generation his colloquialisms showed a marked military influence: ‘Ease springs,’ ‘Reveille at seven,’ ‘Steady, the Buffs.’ I must have read my first book about warriors when I was seven or eight, and after that I never looked back. G. A. Henty, C. S. Forester, Conan Doyle’s Napoleonic romances, John Masters’ Bugles and a Tiger – that most charming of all Gurkha memoirs – followed in their season, before I immersed myself in an endless succession of books about the Second World War which appeared in such profusion in my childhood: Boldness be My Friend, Immortal Sergeant, Cockleshell Heroes, Escape or Die, The Cruel Sea, The Young Lions, The Naked Island, Bomber Pilot, Enemy Coast Ahead, Dawn of D-Day, The Colditz Story, The Last Enemy – some were classics, many were rubbish, but I devoured them all, in my teens at the rate of one or two a week. In those pre-video days, I could not match the modern habit of Nicholas Soames, who claims never to go away for the weekend without copies of Zulu and The Dam Busters in his suitcase, in case he finds himself in a house so depraved as not to possess them, but I felt the same way. Like many boys of my generation, I could almost have flown a Lancaster, certainly have stripped a Bren gun or driven a Sherman tank, merely from a vast accumulation of second-hand knowledge.


I read Winston Churchill’s My Early Life when I was thirteen. His wonderful tale of adventure in India, Sudan and South Africa has remained my favourite book ever since. The very names woven into his pages echo like trumpet calls – Sir Bindon Blood, the Malakand Field Force, the Guards Camel Corps. Who could resist that peerless passage about his experience with the 21st Lancers at Omdurman? ‘In one respect, a cavalry charge is very like ordinary life. So long as you are all right, firmly in your saddle, your horse in hand, and well armed, lots of enemies will give you a wide berth. But as soon as you have lost a stirrup, have a rein cut, have dropped your weapon, are wounded, or your horse is wounded, then is the moment when from all quarters enemies rush upon you.’


My father encouraged me to regard history as a glorious procession of agricultural advances in the English countryside matched by triumphs on the battlefield over lesser races such as the French. ‘Turnip’ Townsend and Coke of Norfolk vied for primacy in the Hastings family pantheon with Wolfe and Wellington: ‘Up, Guards, and at ‘em!’ Like most of his generation, father possessed a large fund of war reminiscences, some possibly founded in fact. He liked to say that when captured Wehrmacht officers strutted extravagantly in prisoner-of-war cages, it proved efficacious to remove their jackboots. He recalled with relish the ruin of the German army in the Falaise Gap. He cherished the hotel room key from a night in the London Blitz when he returned to find the building flattened. Father was war correspondent of Picture Post, the legendary magazine of the period, of which my mother was women’s editor. He published in 1941 a book of his dispatches based on experience with all three services, under the wry title Passed as Censored. It was dedicated ‘To the Censor – in the hope that our association may soon be discontinued.’ Reading the book in my teens, I put it to father that flying bomber operations against the Scharnhorst – for instance – must have been rather less of a boys’ own adventure than his account for Picture Post made it sound. He answered, ‘We were at war, for God’s sake. What I was writing was part of the British war effort.’


In my childhood the house was littered with cherished detritus of that experience – military maps, webbing, German pistols, photographs of father in Normandy looking as if he was enjoying himself enormously. Years later, I was touched to receive a letter from an old Green Howard who had been his escort officer on the battlefield: ‘your father always simply wanted to get as far forward as he could’. He tried a parachute jump in company with my great-uncle Lewis – Major Lewis Hastings MC, Military Correspondent of the BBC in the Second War – to whom he was devoted. Lewis was over sixty at the time, but quite untroubled by parachuting, which he regarded as a poor substitute for taking more active personal measures against the Germans, as he did during the Kaiser’s War, in which he served as a trooper in the Imperial Light Horse in South-West Africa before taking a commission in the Royal Field Artillery, with whom he was badly gassed. Lewis was too cultured a figure to be entirely comparable with Nancy Mitford’s Uncle Matthew, who preserved over his fireplace the entrenching tool, still matted with hair and blood, with which he had whacked eight Germans to death one by one as they came out of a dugout in 1916, but we are in entrenching-tool territory here. Lewis’s son Stephen, my cousin, served in the Scots Guards and won an MC with the SAS in the desert, before joining the partisans in Northern Italy. My mother’s father also gained an MC as a First War gunner in Flanders. For most of his life he was a literary critic. Yet it is in the uniform of a gunner officer that his framed photograph still sits in my house today. How I should love to have done anything in my life worthy of an MC! I am afraid that for years I undervalued the gifts of my stepfather, the artist Osbert Lancaster, partly because Osbert seemed not to have done anything very military between 1939 and 1945. I caught a glimpse of the bleaker reality of twentieth-century war, however, when browsing through the family archive one day. I came upon the sad letters from France written by Lewis’s brother Aubrey, whose loathing and fear of his predicament in the trenches as a young subaltern with the East Surreys were scored through every line. He begged my grandfather, a well-known playwright at the time, to pull any string to help him wangle a transfer to the Royal Flying Corps, which Aubrey thought sounded a cushier billet. Poor unhappy man, he was killed at Loos in November 1915.


These experiences and connections mirror those of countless English middle-class families through the twentieth century. Most people possessed first- or second-hand knowledge of the soldier’s life. Few veterans wished to repeat their own experience, or to see their children emulate it. In my childhood, there was evidence everywhere of the recent scars of war, from farm labourers driving their tractors in old battledress blouses and berets to decaying service buildings and tangles of barbed wire, yawning bomb-sites even alongside our home in Rutland Gate. Limbless ex-servicemen, victims of the First World War, remained familiar figures on the streets of most cities, with their accordions and banjos and collecting boxes. In Britain in the 1950s and 1960s, successful warriors were celebrities. I knew a big landowner who allowed his estate to be ruined by the management of a wartime comrade, whose stewardship he defended with the simple, if agriculturally irrelevant, assertion, ‘I will trust to the grave any man who possesses three Military Crosses.’ Most children, including me, collected toy soldiers avidly. The services were acknowledged as a perfectly respectable career choice. Every public school possessed its cadet force which almost all boys were compelled to join, to spend at least an afternoon a week engaged in military training. In the event of war, a former cadet’s accent and his training certificates were supposed to ensure him a commission.


Yet it was one thing for boys to enjoy reading war stories, quite another to expect them in peace to endure the bull and drill and tedium of military training during precious school spare time. At Charterhouse in the early sixties, ‘the corps’ was almost universally detested. Anyone barmy enough to be keen was dismissed as a ‘corps fiend’. My turn-out was never smart enough to qualify me as a corps fiend, and my lifelong inability to co-ordinate the movement of arms and feet handicapped me as a convincing marcher. But I compensated by devoting myself to the rougher side of the business. I adored map reading, bivouacking, weapon training, night exercises. Everybody had to attend a week-long camp in the Black Mountains once during their school careers. Most boys turned up reluctantly. Some resorted to fantastic expedients to escape attendance. I went four times, and loved every moment of those days on the hills, often lost with a section, almost invariably soaked to the skin, struggling to keep a solid-fuel cooker alight amid a half-gale in the bracken. One always felt so wonderful when it was over. I was perhaps the only human being in history to relish living on ‘compo’ – the British army’s tinned composite rations. I even loved compo biscuit. I became addicted to the clash of breech-blocks, the scent of wood smoke from a camp fire, and have remained so all my life. The only distinction I achieved at Charterhouse was to become a sergeant-major in the corps, in my last term when our house also won the platoon tactical competition, to the chagrin of my fervently antimilitaristic housemaster. Crawling through the gorse of Hankley Common with a Sten gun – a perfectly normal fashion accessory for a schoolboy in the early 1960s – I rejoiced in fantasies of Norman hedges and Malayan jungles while every other cadet around me was thinking only about getting back to the house for tea and shedding those detested green drab denims.


My enthusiasm was tempered by occasional brushes with reality. Father took me as a fifteen-year-old to Jersey, where he was making a television film. In the pub with the crew one night, I was expounding loudly about military glory. The assistant cameraman lost his temper. ‘You wouldn’t talk such unspeakable balls if you’d gone out with a patrol in Korea which left the lines with thirty men and came back with seventeen. If you had the slightest, tiniest effing clue what a war is like, what utter bloody misery it is from day one to the bloody end, you’d never open your mouth again.’ I was cowed by the authentic voice of experience, though in my heart I was not persuaded that it need be like that for everyone.


Yet as I wondered what to do with my life and, yes, whether I should try to become a professional soldier, I was conscious of a considerable obstacle in the path of glory. I was a coward. The Anatomy of Courage was among my early reading, and I have always accepted Lord Moran’s view that courage is capital and not income, a quality of which each man possesses a varying and expendable amount. I knew how slender was my own balance. At school, I was not merely an incompetent and clumsy games player, but also a notoriously passive one: ‘For God’s sake, Hastings, get in there!’ ‘Go on, Hastings – go for the ball as if you mean it!’ ‘Don’t just stand there as if you’re frightened of the man!’ But I did, because I was. At home I lingered for hours over the pages of my father’s tales of his own assignments – riding the Cresta Run, being cast away on a desert island, making a submarine escape, crossing the Kalahari. I was horribly sure that I could never do these things. An attempt to escape an afternoon rest in my bedroom by leaping deftly from a first-floor window at the age of seven foundered in anticlimax when I merely twisted my ankle rather nastily and sobbed for hours. Faced with either moral or physical difficulties, my instinct was always to flee. Indeed, I achieved the worst of all worlds, by frequently threatening to run away from school, while never summoning the nerve actually to do so. I read Eric Linklater’s droll novel about a wartime Italian soldier. I sensed that like Private Angelo, I lacked the dono di coraggio. Forget about leading men out of a trench. If my courage was tested, would I be capable even of following others over the top?


I had to find out. In the summer of 1963 as I was preparing to leave school, the Parachute Regiment came up with an unusual offer. Its supply of former National Service officers was drying up. The regiment invited volunteers from Charterhouse and Wellington to undergo basic training and take the parachute course at Abingdon, with a view to becoming possible regular soldiers, more likely officers in 10 Para, the London Territorial battalion. Privately, few of the boys who came forward had any intention of making soldiering a career. Most were tempted merely by the glamour of a chance to win parachute wings. Seven recruits from Wellington, seven from Charterhouse were nominated.


Through our last summer term, an amiable staff-sergeant from regimental HQ at Aldershot drove over to the school each week to coach us on the usual platoon weapons to a standard that should enable us to qualify for the pre-para course. We sweated over parts of the 36 grenade, 3.5 inch rocket launcher, 2 inch mortar. We practised assembling musketry order, loading Sten magazines, stripping the 7.62 mm rifle, Immediate Actions on the Bren: ‘Gun stops. Magazine off. Cock gun. Check magazine. Magazine on . . .’ I loved all this. I was much less happy, however, when time came for a weekend at Aldershot undergoing the pre-para ‘confidence course’. Every kind of test I feared and loathed was there: jumping from platforms to seize ropes and swing across chasms, dropping down free-fall pulley slides and edging over rope bridges. Then, in teams, we were sent over the assault course, to carry great baulks of timber over walls, under wire, through water against the clock. We staggered mud-caked, bruised, spent to the finish, and departed to the showers before being told the results. I tasted a brief moment of distinction, as one of only two in our batch who passed immediately. All the other public-school trainees had failed the weapon-training tests, which bored them profoundly. They were required to waste a good many hours being crammed to retake them. With hindsight, my illusory moment of glory resembled that of Guy Crouchback, in the early pages of Waugh’s Men at Arms. Nemesis awaited. My housemaster, a Victorian pedant in outlook, wit and prose style, wrote in my final school report: ‘I shall not say of him, as was said of Kipling, that all the good fairies came to his christening, and they were all drunk. I will merely say that many came, and none were quite sober.’


Our teenage batch met again on a sunny day in August, at No. l Parachute Training School, Abingdon, in Oxfordshire. The Charterhouse group was squadded in a ‘stick’ with a middle-aged TA major and a lone private soldier. A slightly built, good-natured regular lieutenant, David Herberts, had been sent down from regimental HQ to keep an eye on the public-school trainees. He did his best to smarten us up in those two weeks, and advanced our training with an orgy of practice on the small-arms range, where we were allowed to fire more pistol and sub-machine-gun ammunition than I ever loosed again under para auspices. We slipped into the daily routine. The army woke us in the barrack rooms, marched us to and from breakfast amid a large contingent of trainees drawn from our regular brethren, and then surrendered us to the gentler mercies of the Royal Air Force, whose personnel were the objects of much soldierly mockery for their late rising and carelessness in matters of dress. The course reflected a leisurely, painstaking approach to parachute training, taking a fortnight to cover ground which civilian skydivers now master in a morning, though our business was made somewhat more complicated by having to learn to jump among forty men leaving an aircraft, each burdened with a bulky parachute weapons container.


Our RAF sergeant instructor, Pete Keymer, was in the timeless, fatherly, Janet-and-John mould of service teachers. ‘Now this morning, we’re going to practise exiting from the aircraft. You will all sit yourselves in the mock fuselage you see before you, number one at the rear, number eight nearest the front. On the command “stand up!” you will stand up. You will then turn to your right or left to face the rear of the aircraft. On the command “Check equipment!” you will check the equipment of the man in front of you . . .’ My troubles started early. When others rolled as they practised landings, I fell into a heap. When they sprang, I hopped. When they pulled on their front rigging lines, I somehow became entangled with the rear ones.


‘Come on now, Hastings – a big bugger like you ought to be able to fly out of that aircraft like a bird, not fall out like my old grandma tripping over her washing!’


‘Where did you get the idea, Hastings, that landing after a parachute descent is like dropping a load of old bricks on the cat?’


‘Wake up, Number Three – you in the glasses! Stop looking as if you’re auditioning for the Fairy Queen!’


We practised landings from the fan exit trainer, which released a man on a cable from a 40-foot platform to the ground at the same speed as a parachute descent. We learned to pack and fit the parachute weapons container which carried each man’s equipment in action. We were taught to steer during the descent, suspended in harness from a 60-foot gantry. And on Saturday night, we went to Rigoletto in Oxford, swaggering in our red berets and battledress with the blue Pegasus flashes – not that any girls seemed to notice. Uniforms of all kinds were commonplace in those days, and to cut a dash one needed to have something more than seventeen callow years inside them.


The following Monday we started balloon jumping at Weston-on-the-Green. Most men find this a bleaker ordeal than parachuting from an aircraft, because the process is so cold-blooded. Our masters employed balloons because they thus had their pupils under closer control. All morning we sat on the grass watching others jump. Each stick mustered in turn to file into the cage. The urgent whine of the winch receded as the balloon rose on its cable until it was swaying gently 600 feet above Weston. Then, after a brief pause, a body hurtled forth, checked as the static line broke the twine restraining the parachute packing and jerked open the great canopy. An instructor on the ground shouted corrections through a megaphone as the pupil descended. ‘Pull down on your lift webs! Feet together now! Knees bent! Head down – watch the ground!’ Then the man was crumpling on to the grass, pulling in his collapsed canopy hand over hand according to the book, and walking towards the rest of us, grinning exultantly. ‘Gor, it’s better than sex!’ shouted a world-weary cockney, with all the confidence of nineteen years spent learning a lot more about the world than we knew. Most of our stick were in no position to make the comparison.


Then it was our turn. Six of us stood clinging to the outer rail of the enclosed cage as we rose above Oxfordshire, with Sergeant Keymer (who later enjoyed a long and not inappropriate second career as a prison officer) showing off his best bedside manner. ‘This is the easy bit, lads, the one you can boast about to all the girls afterwards. Piece of cake for any bloke as tall as you, Hastings. You’ve only got to step out of the door, and you’re on the ground.’ (God, not that dreary line again.) The sergeant lifted aside the rail securing the opening. ‘Right, you’re first, Hastings. Arms folded across your reserve. Just remember – don’t fall out – jump. Ready? Go!’


I departed with more of a hop than a leap, propelled by that timeless spur which drives most of us to overcome repugnance about doing the unnatural: fear of the mockery of others. There were two or three brief seconds of uncontrolled precipitation, when I was conscious of my stomach still lingering above me in the balloon cage. Then there was a jerk, and I found myself swaying beneath the nylon canopy, gazing down upon a lush stretch of English countryside which I have never since passed without remembering the moment. Faces peered pinkly up from the grass below. Somebody was shouting instructions through a bullhorn, of which I grasped nothing. I merely peered around in gratitude and exhilaration as the ground rushed up to meet me with unseemly haste. I collapsed on to the turf, twisted and banged the release box to free my harness, and rose, half-winded, to gather the billowing folds of parachute fabric. The RAF officer in command ran over, seething. ‘That is the most idiotic performance I have ever seen here. Don’t you remember anything? You came down with your arms on your reserve and never touched your lift webs. You do that in a wind, and you’ll be maimed or dead. Do that again here and you’re off the course.’ Crestfallen, I retreated to the company of the comrades. We replaced helmets with red berets and got somebody to take a triumphant little group photograph.


An aside: the fittest and most athletic man in our stick, a good friend from school named Chris Pope (‘You want to see how you should be doing it, Hastings? Just roll like Pope,’) made a characteristically perfect jump, save that he landed with his feet slightly parted. He wrenched his ankle, had to drop out of the course and return to qualify later. The moral, I have always thought, is that there is less to parachute training than meets the eye – certainly less than meets the eye of the RAF. Parachutists risk injury often, death seldom. ‘Roman candles’ are rare, and unlikely to be fatal, given that every man nowadays wears a reserve parachute. Luck is the decisive factor about who gets hurt. My conviction was strengthened years later as I read about the French experience at Dien Bien Phu, the battle that cost them Vietnam, in 1954. When they ran out of trained parachutists with whom to reinforce the embattled garrison, they dropped soldiers with no jump training at all. The casualty rate was identical with that for any other massed parachute operation.


The bus took us back to Abingdon. In the days which followed, between waiting hours for the wind to drop to an acceptable speed, we made one more balloon jump, then completed the course with five aircraft drops in progressively larger numbers, until at last our ‘sticks’ were leaping out of the big Beverley transports simultaneously from both side doors and the hold, the sky over Weston filled with long columns of swaying parachutists, each man successively releasing his weapons container after jumping, to allow it to hang from his harness on twenty feet of rope. If balloon jumping was a disturbingly silent pastime, the ritual of a massed drop from an aircraft cargo hold crammed with men and equipment was never less than noisy and spectacular. On the first short flight, I read Kenilworth to take my mind off the matter in hand, a lifelong habit, somewhat to the bemusement of a journalist accompanying the flight to report on the schoolboy trainees.


We rose clumsily from the canvas benches on an order bellowed by the RAF dispatcher over the roar of the engines, each man’s chin poised a few inches behind the parachute pack of the one in front, peering intently at two lights above the rear door. ‘Prepare to jump!’ The red light came on. ‘Stand-in-the-door!’ The densely bunched files of men edged astern, the half-light of the hold thrown into bold relief by the brilliance of the summer sky streaming through the two open doors. Green light. A slap for No. 1 from the dispatcher. ‘Go! Go! Go! Go!’ I only remember one man in our detail making the terrible last-minute decision to refuse to jump – a regular army trainee. I don’t know what happened to him. The columns of men shuffled rearwards with the stamping feet of the Seven Dwarves going to work in a hurry until, suddenly, it was my turn to meet the door, the sky, a brief blast of slipstream, and then a wonderful quiet broken only by the rapidly fading drone of the aircraft. Look up, check canopy. Peer around for other parachutes. Release container legstrap (and if you don’t do that first, you’ll break your ankle by landing with the bloody thing tied to you). Release container chest clips. Pull down on lift webs. Steer as necessary to check drift. Take up landing position, knees slightly bent and boots in tight embrace, touch the ground and roll – yes, well done, Sergeant Keymer, I remember the drill much better now than on the day you taught it to me thirty-six years ago.


It’s over. I am a parachutist. I can keep my red beret. I swell with pride, thinking of myself as the newest member of that awesome fraternity which dropped into Normandy and Arnhem and Suez. The RAF and the Parachute Regiment are skilled in making each man feel a soaring sense of personal achievement, when the military jump course is over. We mustered in three ranks in front of a hangar to be presented with our wings by the RAF Training OC. ‘Well done, Hastings – to be honest, there were times we didn’t think you’d make it.’ He gave us the time-honoured farewell to newly qualified jumpers: ‘Don’t forget – always go for the left-hand seat in the bus,’ so that the world could see our newly adorned right shoulders. We were richer too, because by the convention of those days which treated military parachuting as an exalted and demanding skill, we received the princely sum of three pounds for our first jump, two pounds for the second, a pound for the third, and ten shillings for every jump we made thereafter. At seventeen in 1963, this felt like serious money.


I hitch-hiked home in battledress, kitbag over my shoulder – I thumbed everywhere, and it was easy for a uniform to get a ride in those days when the experience of military service was common to almost every man in the land. I had seen almost all my fellow-trainees for the last time. None of the others in our public-school group maintained any link with the Parachute Regiment after qualifying at Abingdon. They went their several civilian ways, though one later became a regular officer in a regiment of ‘craphats’ as the paras have always dismissed mere groundlings. My own love affair with soldiering, however, was in full bloom. I was still unsure what to do by way of a career. My father had wangled me a job as a researcher in BBC TV, working on a vast 26-part documentary series on the First World War. It was a marvellous opportunity, which taught me a lot of history and something about television. In every spare hour, however, I thumbed my way to Territorial training weekends at Aldershot and attended drill nights at 10 Para’s HQ, which by a happy chance lay next door to Television Centre at White City. I was an officer cadet now, wearing a white disc behind my cap badge. I much respected the colonel, Adrian Lee, who was kind to me. He let me borrow a 7.62 mm rifle from the armoury when I wanted. I took it off to Bisley to practise, and found myself in seventh heaven a month or two later when I shot for a battalion team with Bren, rifle and Sten. We won Pegasus ashtrays at the Brigade musketry meeting; I still have mine somewhere. Remember, this was still only eighteen years after the Second World War ended. I looked with awe on such fellow team members as Company Sergeant-Major Boyling: leathery, impeccable, moustachioed (does memory deceive me when I recall that he may even have waxed it?), perfectly at ease with any manner of man or military tool, a veteran of Arnhem. Watching Sar-Major Boyling run a pull-through down the barrel of a Bren with loving care, it required no great feat of imagination to see him in a last-man, last-round defence. He was cast in the mould which has formed the British army’s senior NCOs for three centuries and more – sceptical, unselfish, wholly to be counted upon. I was less comfortable with one of the officers under whom I served as a weapons instructor. A man of the world, shall we say, this character enlivened the instructional films that he showed recruits with pornographic sequences which, he told us carelessly, he shot himself on odd weekends in Brighton. This was a trifle outside my sheltered experience, and I blushed crimson in the darkness as the projector whirred.


That autumn, I took two days off from television to sit the Oxford entrance exam, and was given an exhibition to read history at University College. I loved working at the BBC. It was obviously absurd not to go to Oxford now I had the chance. Yet how far should I go to consummate my affair with the army? My father nursed a touching conviction from the moment of my birth that I would be a writer. He said as much in a long letter which he wrote when I was three days old at the end of 1945, and gave to me when I was twenty-one. Now, he believed I should simply stick with the part-time Territorials, and take a commission if I had the chance. He would have been appalled had I suggested that I should become a regular officer. And somewhere in my own heart, amid my deep love for the romance of soldiers, I harboured doubts about whether my life belonged with them, whether I possessed the gifts of fellowship, character, fortitude, the dono di coraggio, to make a success of a career as a warrior. Abingdon had been a small test, which I narrowly passed. I overcame fear sufficiently to perform the sort of feats which are nowadays a recreation for supermodels. But my physical awkwardness remained as conspicuous as my gaucheness in the mess. How long before one or the other found me out, an uneasy adolescent in this company of men?


Not long. I precipitated the climax – or if you will, anticlimax – of my brief military career one evening in October during an officers’ mess dinner at 10 Para. The occasion reminded me of Waugh’s evocation of army life: ‘the vacuum, the spasm, the precipitation, and with it all the peculiar, impersonal, barely human geniality’. The star guest was the legendary Lieutenant-Colonel Tony Farrar-Hockley, CO of 3 Para. Short, clipped, ruthless and fluent, he had fought under age in Italy during the Second World War, then served as adjutant of the Glosters through their doomed stand on the Imjin during the Korean war in April 1951. After a series of failed escape attempts, in captivity he sustained guerrilla war so relentlessly that the Chinese frequently wondered whether Korea was worth the company of Farrar-Hockley. He was too abrasive, too ambitious, too clever to be a popular figure in the British army, but he was always an immensely respected one. That night, as I sat nervously in my best-pressed battledress among twenty-odd men in their dark-blue mess dress, many with decorations, Farrar-Hockley chatted to me. He was taking his battalion on exercise in Cyprus in a few weeks and some Territorials were to go on attachment. Would I like to be one of them? I accepted eagerly.


Our detachment took off from Lyneham on a November morning in a Hastings transport. In those residual days of empire, some aircraft staged through the big British base in Libya. Ours stopped overnight in Malta. I found myself sharing the Luqa officers’ transit mess with a solitary regular major, civil but obviously a little puzzled by my status. I revelled in the attentions of the white-jacketed mess waiters under the gently turning fans. It seemed thrilling to be travelling abroad under such auspices, but it was a lonely evening. Like a half-trained gundog puppy, I was unsure what was expected of me. Next afternoon, unpacking my kit in the officers’ mess of the vast tented Queen Elizabeth camp outside Nicosia, I felt more uncertain still. A tough young Glaswegian lieutenant accosted me almost immediately, on the orders of the second-in-command who had observed my turn-out without enthusiasm. ‘I don’t know what you think you look like, but it won’t do. What’s that disc behind your cap badge? You wear it at 10 Para? Well you don’t wear it here. Get yourself some proper shoulder flashes. You will come now with me to the tailor and get some decent drill trousers. And for God’s sake – do up your puttees properly.’ The days that followed were worse. In the mess, I was foolish enough to talk too much, a lifelong vice which has got me into no end of trouble.


One night, everybody went to a strip club in Nicosia, a harmless enough diversion for any group of soldiers, but as a young prude, I recoiled from the seediness of it all. To this day I can remember the leering features of a moustachioed major, bawling encouragement at the stage. I wondered: what have this awful man, this awful place, to do with my romantic fantasies about the warrior’s life? The answer, of course, was that the strip-club outing was of a piece with the world into which I had chosen to blunder, and for which I was ill-equipped. I have generally found soldiers on operations to be rather less interested in sex than they feel obliged to pretend, but in those days I thought myself lucky to get back to camp without being obliged to go on to a brothel. I remembered John Masters’ description of his misery as a young subaltern, making himself priggishly unpopular in a pre-war officers’ mess in India. If I could have found anywhere to do so unobserved, I should have cried that night, in frustration and loneliness because nobody appreciated me, though heaven knows why they should have done.


Next evening, we gathered in the failing light at the airfield, a thousand men clambering down from trucks, fitting parachutes among serried ranks of aircraft, Landrovers and trailers on their pallets, guns and mortars and heavy equipment assembled for the onset of Exercise Solinus II. I had been placed in command of a seven-man section, soldiers I had never seen in my life before, who did not seem impressed by their first glimpse of me. The senior officer of our aircraft, a young major, delivered the sober formal warning that refusal to jump was a court-martial offence for qualified parachutists. Then the Argosy took off into the deepening darkness, among a long procession of heavily laden transports, towards the dropping zone at Morphu. In the brightly lit fuselage, kindly RAF dispatchers handed out paper cups of coffee. Some men dozed a little. Those who knew each other – for ours was a motley company – chatted nervously. Many times since, when I have been apprehensive or outright frightened, I have been comforted not only by age and experience, but by comradeship, the most precious of all military assets. That night, I was merely basking in self-pity, least splendid of sentiments, yet most common among the young. Then the order came: ‘Prepare to jump!’


A few minutes later, I was hanging in the night sky over Cyprus, seeing nothing save blackness. I released my weapons container. Almost immediately the world came to an end. I thought: This is the finish. I am dead. I have been killed. After a few stunned seconds, however, understanding and relief came. I had landed, oblivious, in a crumpled heap on the rocks of Morphu. Cautiously moving my limbs, I found them undamaged, and clambered to my feet. Men were hitting the ground on all sides, cursing considerably. A good many red lights were visible. Because we were dropping close to the sea, every man wore a Mae West, and had been instructed to switch on its light if he was injured. There were obviously plenty of injuries. That night taught me something at first hand about the limitations of mass parachute drops as operations of war. Whatever parachute enthusiasts may say, they are conducted on what fishermen call the ‘chuck and chance it’ principle.


I pulled off my harness, and set off on an unsteady course towards the rendezvous beacon, half a mile or so distant. Then I thought: everybody else seems to have something I don’t – oh Christ, I’ve forgotten my PWC. In my mildly concussed condition, I had set off leaving Sten and equipment in its container with my parachute. It took me an hour to find them in the darkness, to exchange helmet for beret, pull on my webbing and pack. It was a relief to reach the beacon and discover that everybody else seemed to have had troubles of their own. I had kept no one waiting. At last, we set off in long files in search of whatever daylight might bring.


I did not know then, and I certainly don’t recall now, what was the purpose of Exercise Solinus II. A battalion group had been dropped into Morphu with the usual equipment and heavy weapons to fight a battalion of the Glosters, who were acting as enemy. All that matters for the purpose of this tale is that we marched through the mountains of Cyprus for some days, during which my unfitness to serve among parachute soldiers, or even part-time ones, was brutally exposed. I remember being told to take my turn on ‘stag’ for a couple of hours that first night, to lie watchful with my weapon on the edge of the bivouac while others slept. Within minutes, a passing officer found me asleep. I was lucky his rebuke was so mild. My section quickly grasped that I had no leadership to offer them, that I was too preoccupied with my own weakness even to spell the man carrying the dead-weight of the Bren. The platoon commander, a competent Territorial, was irked by the heavy weather I made of the dust, the heat, the shortage of water. ‘Come on, Hastings – somebody your size really should be able to hack it.’ In those days, the British army still believed in the nonsense of ‘water discipline’ – that it was a right and proper part of men’s training to seek to condition them to survive on a minimum liquid intake. In truth, of course, this is a fantasy. The Israeli army, recognizing that the body simply needs all the water it can get, has always allowed its soldiers to drink whenever the wherewithal is available. But in those days in the baking Cyprus heat, even the toughest British regulars suffered terribly from the meagreness of our water ration. I saw wireless-operators bent under their burdens, gasping and sweat-drenched, kept going only by a mate’s supporting arm on each side of them. More than a few men succumbed to heat exhaustion. I pitied the heavy-weapons teams, as we watched them toiling up the hillsides with mortar baseplates or MMG barrels on their backs. As usual, however, I was chiefly busy pitying myself. My old tormentor, the Glaswegian lieutenant from the camp, encountered me one dawn in an orange grove, as soon as the light was strong enough to distinguish features. ‘Mister Hastings – fall out and do your puttees up properly!’ Somewhere in the confusion of those days, we were briefly halted beside an armoured-car troop when we heard via their radio net that President Kennedy had been shot. Whatever we made of the news later, hardly a man at that moment had energy to spare for shock or alarm about a distant president. We simply wanted water. I saw David Herberts, our former mentor from Abingdon, standing by a Landrover in the white armband of an umpire. Had he got any water? He shook his head. A Hunter ploughed a leisurely con trail high across the sky overhead. I felt a stab of jealousy for its pilot in his cool cockpit, on the way home to breakfast in a fan-cooled mess.


In later years, I looked often upon the mountains of Cyprus and admired their beauty. But one of the first casualties of exhaustion is appreciation of externals. Today, I can recall the images that drifted past my eyes on that march in 1963, the sun-warmed olive groves and tranquil villages, steep hillsides and mellow valleys. But I perceive these only with the distance of years, looking back in watered and well-fed comfort. At the time, I had eyes solely for the boots of the man in front, markers by which I could keep my own feet moving. I set out with considerable faith in my own powers as a hill walker, founded upon all those cadet exercises in the Black Mountains – I had once marched fifty miles in twenty-four hours. Here, however, I was struggling against a depth of tiredness I had never known. At every brief halt I lay with my face against the rock, asking myself: is this the moment at which I say I cannot go on, or do I shuffle just one more stretch?


My experience in those hills provided a foretaste of the simple truth that almost all military operations are carried out in darkness, when one is very tired, very wet, very hot or very cold, as well as hungry and thirsty. Because I had read so much about soldiers at war, I knew that throughout history men not much older than me had persevered through far worse hardships, driven by an internal strength which owed nothing to size or physical prowess, and everything to will. On that Cypriot hillside, it was courage which was failing me, rather than any genuine bodily collapse. The knowledge made my condition no easier to bear. I understood, in the abstract, that the essence of military life is selflessness, a will towards a common cause, an acceptance of sacrifice. Yet I cared for none of these things. I was gnawed by a single-minded obsession with water; not water for everybody – I was quite indifferent to the sufferings of any other man in those long, dusty, overburdened files – but water for me.


Disgrace followed swiftly. We were halted, supposedly in tactical defensive positions, near a Turkish village. Colonel Farrar-Hockley passed by, descending from his helicopter for a brief conversation with the company commander. He gave me a perfunctory glance as I lay among the rocks and prickling grass – ‘You all right there, Max?’ – then he was borne aloft once more in a whirlwind of dust, in search of higher things. A small, dark, unsmiling Cypriot boy in shorts wandered over. He gazed down at me with mild curiosity. The memory of EOKA’s terrorists was very strong and very fresh for every British soldier on Cyprus, fuelling a hatred for the Greek ‘Cyps’ alongside a considerable sense of fellowship for the Turks. This boy was a Turk. I fished deep in my denim pocket for the only currency I carried – three crumpled English pound notes.


‘You speak English?’


‘Little.’


‘You fill these’ – I dragged the aluminium waterbottles out of my belt pouches – ‘in five minutes’ – I tapped my watch – ‘and I give you these.’ I palmed the notes. The enormous sum was a measure of my despair and greed. The boy nodded, took the bottles, and ran away. Men lying nearby eyed me narrowly. Hell, they were only jealous because they carried no money. Please, please, I begged the sky, let us not be ordered to move inside five minutes. It was the first successful prayer I had offered since landing in Cyprus. The boy returned, handed me the bottles, and took the thirty pieces of silver, price of my treachery to the caste to which I aspired. I drank, and drank. Sir Philip Sidney would have been speechless. Minutes later we moved on, dust clogging our boots, hair, faces, smocks, weapons, mouths. I made no offer of water to anyone else, and I anyway doubt whether doing so would have saved me from the discreet denunciation which followed to the platoon subaltern, and thereafter to the company commander. Both these harassed but effective young men were already weary of me. After a few withering words, I was told to expect to hear more when we returned to England. A day or so later, the exercise ended. I was amazed that I had stayed on my feet. We clambered gratefully on to the waiting three-tonners, and bumped and dozed against our packs through the long miles to camp, and thence soon after by RAF Argosy back to Lyneham. I wanted only to find a hiding place from everything to do with this nightmare for which I had so idiotically enlisted. As our truck passed Newbury on the way from the airfield to London, I handed my Sten gun to a corporal with a plea that he should return it to the armoury, jumped down, and hitch-hiked home to Hampshire. I fell into bed at my father’s house in the small hours of the morning, bitterly conscious of failure, consumed with the knowledge of inadequacy at this thing in which I had so much yearned to excel. I couldn’t hack it.


Retribution came swiftly, with a telephoned request to present myself before the colonel at White City two evenings later. There was no equivocation about my predicament. I was marched into Colonel Lee’s office by the RSM with all the harsh ‘one-two-off-beret’ formality of a military criminal facing sentence. Once we were alone, however, the colonel’s manner relaxed a little. He invited me to sit down. He had a report on me from Cyprus, he said gravely. It was not favourable. There was my general demeanour and behaviour among the officers, together with obvious lack of leadership skills in the field. I had incited the mess corporal to wangle me an extra ration of duty-free cigarettes, an imposition that worthy had immediately reported to higher authority. There was the business of my buying water in the field when nobody else could get a drink. I had failed even to return my personal weapon to the armoury after landing in England. The colonel glanced up from the sheet before him and asked if I had any comment. I shook my head. Obviously I could not remain an officer cadet in the battalion, he said. It seemed best if I simply wrote a brief note offering my resignation. I nodded. How old was I? A month short of eighteen? Perhaps I could try again when I was older. But I knew I should not try again. I sobbed then, in the colonel’s office, not least for forfeiting the regard of a man I respected. When I had regained a measure of self-control, I slipped away into the night. Next day I returned my kit to the impassive quartermaster sergeant in the stores, paying only for the ‘loss’ of my red beret and jump smock. These, even now, I was determined not to forfeit. Then the Parachute Regiment parted with 23972379 Private Hastings, M – officer cadets do not carry officers’ numbers.


If any writer who admits a fondness for Henty may quote Proust without seeming absurd, I think of a passage about adolescence: ‘There is hardly a single action we perform in that phase which we would not give anything, in later life, to be able to annul.’ Years afterwards, when I published a brief account in The Spectator of this, the failure of my only personal experiment as a soldier, my old and dear friend the military historian John Keegan asked why I had done it, what possessed me to expose long-forgotten scars in such a fashion. I told him that it was because those distant days in Cyprus remained the skeleton in the cupboard of any celebrity I later achieved as a correspondent. I hated to think of men who remembered me in those barren Mediterranean hills, reading my dispatches in the years that followed from Israel or Vietnam or the Falklands, often projected on the front pages in heroic fashion, and thinking, ‘But we knew him when he was trying to be a soldier, and we remember what a royal cock-up he made of it.’ For some of us, confession of the failures of the past does something to lay ghosts.


In December 1963, only 10 Para, my family and myself knew about my failure in Cyprus. By a lucky chance, a bitter letter I wrote to the company commander who had compiled my report from Nicosia was returned ‘address unknown’. I still went happily to the BBC each morning, with the promise of Oxford a few months ahead. My father observed wryly that it looked as though I would have to be a writer, whether I liked it or not. As time passed, I perceived that I was lucky to have learned very young, at no lasting cost, how ill-suited I was to become a soldier. I had acquired a knowledge of soldiers’ ways, their language, their weapons, which later served me well on distant battlefields. I had learned the vernacular of the trade, the significance of ‘buckshee’ and ‘take a shufti’, ‘say again’ and ‘as you were’, together with all those innumerable military initials – SMG, RAOC, 2ic, SLR, GOC, AQMG. Perhaps a part of the respect I have preserved for warriors stems from the fact that I discovered at first hand, without hearing a live round fired, that I was not cast in the mould of the heroes of my childhood. I maintained an unfashionable belief – part of my bond with John Keegan, who has expressed the conviction so brilliantly in his writing – that the soldier’s is an honourable calling. But I knew that thenceforward, if I was to play any part in the lives of armies, it would be as spectator and recorder, not as a member of the military fellowship.


Years later, I published a biography of Montrose, Charles I’s lieutenant-general in Scotland during the Civil War – he who wrote:










He either fears his fate too much


Or his deserts are small


That puts it not unto the touch


To win or lose it all.














In the winter of 1644, with his motley little army of Irishes and Highlanders, Montrose made a winter march through the snows from Blair Atholl to fall upon the Marquis of Argyll and the Campbells. At Inverlochy one February morning in 1645, as the clansmen arrayed themselves for battle beneath the royal standard to conquer or perish, they were dismayed to see their resident bard, Ian Lom Macdonald, remove himself from the line and clamber away on to a rock overlooking the battlefield. His comrades cried after him, ‘Ian Lom, wilt thou leave us?’ ‘If I go with thee today and fall in battle,’ replied the bard with unanswerable logic, ‘who will sing thy praises and thy prowess tomorrow?’ All day, from his rock he watched the struggle below, until Argyll fled to his galley and the ruined Campbells broke and fled. Then he composed a great Gaelic ode describing the triumph of Montrose’s army, which survives to this day. Ian Lom’s excuse must be that of the war correspondent through the ages.










CHAPTER TWO



Street Apprentice


THE FIRST SHOTS I heard in anger were not fired on any great battlefield or even by soldiers, but by American policemen in the midst of Roosevelt Street, Chicago. When I had been reading history at Oxford for a year, the editor of the Evening Standard, to which I had been contributing since I was eighteen, offered me a job, a salary of thirty pounds a week, and a passage into journalism which I accepted at once, to the fury of my family. My first foreign assignment was to write about riding the Cresta Run. I loved the Fleet Street life, and gradually began to believe that I might make a living as a writer. In 1967, I went to spend a year studying in the United States as a fellow of the World Press Institute, and then lingered for several months to report for the Standard the succession of crises and disasters which beset America in the 1968 election year. I was twenty-two, still raw and awkward among my colleagues, as well as lonely in that vast continent. But I was given wonderful opportunities to practise the craft of reporting and to witness some of the greatest dramas of the decade. I interviewed Lyndon Johnson, Ronald Reagan, Richard Nixon, covered the Poor Peoples’ March and Eugene McCarthy’s campaign, the San Francisco flower children, and the disastrous Democratic Convention in Chicago. A delightful black reporter named Joe Strickland took me round Detroit, a few months after the disastrous race riots in the city. He said to me, ‘Don’t you believe all that crap blacks give to whites round here about how sorry they are about the riots. When one black man talks to another, he says: “It was a great fire, man.” ’


‘What do you think, Joe?’


He shrugged and grinned. ‘It was a great fire, man.’


When Martin Luther King was shot on 4 April 1968, I flew to Memphis the same evening. The story became my first front-page ‘splash’. The following night, when the terrible anger of black America erupted into rioting and destruction in a string of ghettos across the nation, I caught another plane to Chicago. A taxi took me through the midnight darkness from O’Hare to dump my bag at a hotel, and then – for double fare – on to the nearest point of the freeway to the eye of violence on the West Side. I paid off the driver, then clambered up an embankment, scaled a fence, and began to walk fearfully up a street deserted save for a handful of looters and a patrolling police car. I hastened on, past wrecked stores and cars and occasional burning ones, unsure what I was seeking. ‘SPRING HAS SPRUNG’, proclaimed the sign above a furniture warehouse, where a handful of dim figures were picking over the wreckage for anything overlooked by the first wave of pillagers. I saw armed National Guardsmen – local reserve troops – in fatigues and helmets dropping from a truck at an intersection, beginning to deploy down the side streets. Suddenly a patrol car stopped with a shriek of rubber, and a shotgun poked from the window towards a black man scuttling for a corner carrying an unidentifiable box. ‘Boom – boom-boom’ – three quick shots from the car, so loud in the city street, only speeded the running fugitive. He disappeared down an alley. I hurried on, sensing that a man who looks as if he knows where he is going is less vulnerable to interference than one who seems lost. Black figures running hither and thither, some carrying obviously stolen burdens, glanced at me curiously. Stopping at a cross street, I saw a line of National Guardsmen doubling towards a group of black men hurling bricks at a store window. I kept checking my watch, mindful that it was already 8 a.m. in London, almost time to file. It was the usual dilemma – how much to try and see before sending a story? The problem was taken out of my hands by a short, fat National Guard major wearing a helmet low over his eyes. He sprang from a jeep and ran towards me, clutching his pistol. He was hysterical, mostly with fear, I think. ‘Who the hell are you, boy? Journalist? What you think you’re doing here? Where the hell you get that funny accent? I don’t like you, boy – follow my men now – you’re going with them, and they’ll have you if you make a move they don’t like.’ We walked in an absurd little procession for six or seven blocks, past buildings where National Guardsmen were covering fire-fighters hosing flames, over a million shards of broken glass and endless garbage, past riflemen herding small clusters of sullen black men along the sidewalk. I will not claim to have been shot at more than most reporters, but I do seem to have had guns pointed at me an awful lot over the years. It must be something about my face. The Guardsmen followed, rifles presented – ‘Don’t walk so fast, mac, this isn’t a race’ – until we arrived at the police station house. My escorts hustled me up to the desk. ‘You see this guy – God knows where he’s from – got an accent like you never heard – you take him in.’ Then they departed, leaving me to a world-weary desk officer who kept me waiting while he booked four alleged snipers. Oddly enough, given the subsequent experience of their brutality in smashing the demonstrations during the Democratic Convention in the city a few months later, that night Chicago’s police kept their cool very well. At the station house, they were friendly and apologetic about my detention by the Guard. ‘Those guys lost their heads right at the beginning, and they haven’t found them again yet.’ We talked about the events of the night for a few minutes. Then they nodded in farewell, and I hurried down the steps alongside a young policeman reloading his revolver, and into a phone booth for one of the thousands of such connections every reporter makes: ‘Is that Fleet Street – three zero zero zero? This is the international operator. Mr Hastings is calling you from Chicago, Illinois – will you pay for the call?’ In those faraway days before mobile telephones, any journalist was absolutely dependent upon a vital umbilical cord, an unbroken landline. That night was the first of many in which I also learned what a formidable substitute ambition could become for courage. The raw urge to get a story, to make the front page, outstripped in my mind the fear of penetrating the black ghetto of Chicago in the midst of a near-insurrection. In those days, innocence protected me from understanding the full dangers of going alone, even in a great American city. I was thrilled simply to get my front-page story. I wanted to do it again.
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