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    In salute to,


  




  and in memory of,




  all the brave men




  who pass through these pages




  







  Prologue




  

                                




  The General took off at nightfall, his plane rising from the airstrip at Imphal to bank across the line of the distant Naga Hills before setting course for the jungle airfield

  at Hailakandi, one hundred miles to the west, near the Indian-Burmese border.




  Below his aircraft the slopes were blanketed by forests of teak and pine, interspersed with great stands of bamboo and pierced here and there by pinpoints of light. Each pinpoint denoted a

  village more concerned by the possibility of a marauding tiger or an obliterating herd of elephants than by the war on its doorstep.




  The General had a long-standing fear of flying, not helped by a recent incident in which his chief staff officer’s plane had collided with a kite hawk on takeoff. But constant aerial

  inspection trips from unit to unit under his command, lately deep inside enemy-held territory, were an inescapable part of the General’s duties, and he had long since learned to feign

  unconcern by burying his aquiline nose into a book—Tolstoy, Voltaire, Jane Austen, the Old Testament: his tastes and interests were wide-ranging and cultivated.




  To put on a show of nonchalance was the General’s way. He knew fear; he also knew that he must never show it.




  For this particular flight the weather forecast was mainly fair, although there were reports of isolated storms in the region. An encounter with an enemy fighter plane at night and so far inside

  friendly territory was unlikely. So, despite the urgings of his chief of staff to put off the trip, and despite his own vague unease—not quite a premonition, perhaps, but an impulse that made

  him turn back before boarding to lavish unexpected praise on a subordinate—the General saw no reason to change his travel plans.




  Although born into his country’s military caste and raised in its institutions, the General viewed war as an evil, albeit in this case a very necessary one, analagous to a surgical operation in which violence must be done to the body in order to save it. And although born into a fundamentalist Christian

  family and raised according to its precepts, the focus of the General’s unswerving faith was not the gentle Redeemer dying on the cross for the sins of mankind but the stern Jehovah of the

  Israelites, demanding trust and exacting obedience. The books of ancient Israel’s kings and prophets were the General’s unvarying guide in life, and often in battle, and he had assumed

  as his own the struggle of the modern Israelites to recover their ancestral homeland.




  Knowing nothing of this, the young American pilot sitting beside the General at the controls of the B-25 bomber thought nonetheless that, with his profuse black beard and piercing gaze, he

  looked more like an Old Testament prophet than a Limey officer. Even the Victorian-era solar topee the General habitually wore, an affectation that had assumed the status of a trademark, did not

  manage to make him look any less biblical.




  The Americans, officers and enlisted men alike, who were serving alongside the General and his British and colonial troops, called him The Beard or, more simply, The Man. And those were terms of

  respect. They knew him as a wildly unconventional commander and a hard-driving son of a bitch who was breaking new ground in jungle warfare—so new and so exciting that the Pentagon had raised

  a private air force just so that he would have all the air support he wanted when he wanted it, no questions asked and no objections raised.




  Not surprisingly, the young pilot was somewhat in awe of the General, and it may have been for that reason that he failed to tell him he was not entirely happy about this last leg of his daylong

  tour of inspection. Earlier in the day, there had been something about the pitch of one of his aircraft’s twin engines that the pilot did not quite like. But he was not about to interrupt the

  General’s schedule on account of it; this was a guy you did not hold back without a very good reason.




  So the B-25 roared on into the dark, bearing the General and all on board toward a common fate . . .




  O my brother, the fire in the night.




  







  

    

      

        

          Book One




          

                                        




          EARLY LIFE




          We were reared on a diet of porridge, bread and dripping, and the “sincere milk of the Word.”




          —SYBIL WINGATE




          

            I do not profess to try to follow the teachings of Christ in many respects, as they are wholly incompatible with the conditions of my life.


          




          —ORDE WINGATE


        


      


    


  




  







  Chapter 1




  

                                




  Unity state that aircraft has definitely never landed and are making every effort to locate. Hailakandi operations are also trying to trace aircraft. Shall I sign

  sitrep?




  

    

      —MESSAGE FROM SPECIAL FORCE TTQ, IMPHAL, DATED 0200 HOURS, 24 MARCH 1944


    


  




  

    Boy born today and Ethel has haemorrhage and desire prayer for her.


  




  

    

      —TELEGRAM FROM COL. GEORGE WINGATE, NAINI TAL, DATED 1800 HOURS, 26 FEBRUARY 1903


    


  




  ORDE CHARLES WINGATE entered the world as he left it, amid a

  flurry of urgent telegrams.




  His mother’s confinement and labor were fast and easy, as routine and unremarkable a business in

  its way as the flight from Imphal to Hailakandi should have been. But just as the doctor was leaving the house where he had delivered “an unusually fine large baby weighing nine

  pounds,” a cry of alarm from the nurse brought him back.




  Ethel Wingate was hemorrhaging, and for the next several hours she hung between life and death, so weak that Nurse Carroll had to hold a hand in front of her mouth to make sure she was still

  breathing. The attendant physician, a Dr. Fayrer, was at a loss, but Colonel George Wingate had no doubt about what to do. In the space of an hour he sent off eight telegrams to relatives and

  friends around the globe, begging them to pray for his wife’s survival. “I never lost hope,” he said in a subsequent letter to his mother-in-law, “because I was relying on

  prayer.”




  This was no mere figure of speech. George and Ethel Wingate were Protestant fundamentalists of the purest stamp, to whom the efficacy of prayer was a self-evident fact. Like Ethel’s

  parents, Mr. and Mrs. Charles Orde-Browne, they were members of the Plymouth Brethren, an austere evangelical sect that, dispensing with any form of priesthood, believed in the

  imminence of the Second Coming and the most direct kind of commerce between Man and his Maker.




  So throughout the long night George Wingate and the Orde-Brownes, and the other coreligionists to whom the colonel had cabled, prayed ceaselessly, until “at 4 o’clock on Friday

  morning I thought I saw a change and I knew then prayer had been heard. By 8 o’clock A.M. it was beyond doubt that she was reviving—Dr. Fayrer was very

  surprised.”




  Once it was clear that his wife was out of danger, Wingate sat beside her bed and read the Thirtieth Psalm out loud—“Thou hast turned for me my mourning into dancing: thou hast put

  off my sackcloth and girded me with gladness, . . . O Lord my God, I will give thanks unto thee forever.”




  The Wingates’ drama of faith and deliverance took place in a rented guesthouse at Naini Tal in the United Provinces of India. Naini Tal was one of those hill resorts to which the British

  raj customarily fled to escape the heat of the plains, although in this out-of-season instance the colonel and his lady were in flight not from the heat but from the mumps. Their daughters Rachel

  and Sybil were suffering from this dangerously contagious ailment, with consequent risk to the baby their mother was carrying, and had been left at home with their ayah.




  Nonconformist religiosity ran deep on both sides of the Wingate family.1 George’s father, the Reverend William Wingate, having been

  born to wealth and being something of a playboy in his early years, turned to religion and good works in his late twenties following the death of his first wife in premature childbirth. After two

  years as an evangelical lay missionary in his native Glasgow, he decided that his true purpose in life was to convert the Jews to Christianity. So, abandoning the family shipping firm and defying

  the wishes of his father, who subsequently disinherited him, he went to Berlin, where he learned German and Hebrew before being ordained as a minister in 1843 in the Church of Scotland’s

  mission to the Jews of Hungary.




  During his time in Budapest, the Scottish church split in two, and William joined the more fundamentalist of the two factions. This eventually became the Free Church of

  Scotland, colloquially known as the “Wee Frees.” In the mid-1850s, after the Protestant missions in Hungary were forced to leave as a result of Catholic pressure, William returned to

  Britain, where he continued his evangelical work among the Jews of London until his death at ninety-one.




  George, his second son by his second wife, went into the army with a purchased commission and was serving in India when he underwent a religious experience similar to his father’s.

  Evidently the Wee Frees were not strict enough for his taste, and in a blinding moment of revelation he resolved to join the Plymouth Brethren. As an act of piety, and while still a serving

  officer, he set up and financed a missionary center to propagate the Christian faith among the fiercely Islamic Pathans of the Northwest Frontier. During a campaign on the other side of India,

  against the Naga headhunters who inhabit the hills that mark the frontier between Assam and Burma, he refused to march his men on the Sabbath and escaped without so much as a reprimand.




  It was while he was on home leave in England in 1878 that George Wingate was introduced to the Orde-Brownes, a pious but well-to-do couple who ran a mission to slum dwellers in Woolwich and

  lived nearby in middle-class Plumstead. Charles Orde-Browne was an ex–army officer who, while serving in the Crimean War, had undergone the spiritual experience, similar to that of William

  and George Wingate, which led him to join the Plymouth Brethren.




  George was twenty-six at the time he met the Orde-Brownes. Their eldest daughter, Ethel, was twelve. But despite the difference in ages it was understood on both sides that one day they would

  marry. And so they did—although not until twenty years later.




  A century on, this all seems very strange: a serving army officer in a particularly turbulent part of the empire diverting time and attention from soldiering to evangelism, without apparent

  damage to his career; a man of twenty-six falling for a girl of twelve, with the approval of her family, and then waiting twenty years for her hand. But manners and perceptions change, and what

  seems distinctly odd in the sexually savvy and irreligious close of the twentieth century was unexceptional during the Victorian high season, when empire was clearly God-ordained and—honi soit qui mal y pense—a gentleman’s feelings for a prepubescent girl could seem entirely wholesome.




                 




  Orde Wingate was five months old when his parents took him and his sisters to England for a spell of home leave. Seven months after that the

  colonel and his lady returned to India, leaving their children behind in the care of the Orde-Brownes. During that period of separation the austere Colonel Wingate revealed an unexpectedly

  sentimental side of his nature, writing to his two small daughters—“my own sweet little Rae [Rachel] and Tibaloo [Sybil]”—in unabashed baby talk: “Mummy is always

  thinking of Ray and Sybil and she wants to send them a picky, so Papa is taking Mummy to be photographed today.” And so forth.




  By the middle of 1905, Colonel Wingate and his wife were back in England, this time for good. George, now aged fifty-two, had been put on the Supernumerary List—in effect,

  retired—with a pension almost equal to his full pay. And after a number of moves within the Home Counties, near London, the family came to roost in 1914 at Summerhill, a large house in the

  Surrey market town of Godalming. By this time there were seven children—four daughters and three sons—and Orde was eleven years old.




  George’s pension and Ethel’s inherited private income meant that the family was comfortably off. But the time and money they devoted to evangelical good causes meant that their

  lifestyle fell some distance short of affluence. George contributed substantially to a number of missionary societies, and he and Ethel together wholly supported a mission that sought to bring

  Christianity to the Muslims of central Asia.




  Beyond the financial sacrifices such pieties incurred, the Wingate household lived under conditions of considerable austerity as dictated by George and Ethel’s puritanical beliefs.

  “We were reared on a diet of porridge, bread and dripping, and ‘the sincere milk of the Word,’ ” Sybil Wingate would recall.




  

    

      

        Winter was one long purgatory of bitter cold. . . . No room was ever warmed. . . . We sat in our overcoats in ice-cold rooms with our hands clasped

        round our necks for warmth. . . . The perpetual fear of damnation [was] the fundamental cause of our daily unhappiness.


      


    


  




  On Sundays the entire family dressed in black, attended the Brethren’s prayer meetings (which George frequently addressed) in the morning, and devoted the rest of the day to Bible studies

  and other “improving” pastimes. George was austere, remote, harsh, and dictatorial, frequently chastising his children simply “for the good of their souls,” doubtless in the

  spirit of Proverbs 13:24—“He that spareth his rod hateth his son; but he that loveth him chasteneth him betimes.” In her bitter memoir of childhood, composed in late middle age

  and apparently not intended for publication, Sybil wrote:




  

    

      

        [My father] was, I think, the most unhappy, the most lonely creature I have ever known. This was the inevitable consequence of his own nature, which was gloomy

        pessimistic and deeply tinged with suspicion and hostility. . . . [My mother] was by temperament as different from him as one human being can be from another. She loved him; she sacrificed

        her life to him: for nearly 40 years she suffered unhappiness and isolation which . . . were simply the product of his morose and misanthropic temperament. But she never understood him.


      


    


  




  And between George Wingate and his children, as Sybil recalled it, there was “an impenetrable wall of reserve and estrangement, which no amount of pity or even affection could

  remove.” He beat them “at fairly frequent intervals,” she and Orde being “easily the most frequent victims.” Orde was also the usual target of his father’s

  “incessant scolding and grumbling, especially at mealtimes,” enduring “years of dumb humiliation which left their mark on him.”




  Orde’s younger brother Nigel had similarly bitter recollections of life at Summerhill, describing it as “a temple of gloom” whose occupants lived in “the most poisonous

  and repressive religious atmosphere that it is possible to conceive.” Orde himself has left no written evidence of his feelings toward his father, but it should be said that he always wrote

  respectfully to him and claimed at the age of twenty-nine that “we realise more as we grow older all you have done for us and thank God that we have had such a father all these years.”

  Since it was certainly not in his nature to butter up anyone, we must assume that the mature Orde had come to appreciate his father’s moral qualities and to forget the

  beatings and the verbal bullying.




  However that might be, existence was not entirely joyless and cramped for the Wingate children. There were annual seaside holidays when they sailed dinghies and roamed happily amid rock pools at

  low tide, and, as Sybil would also recall—this time in a less embittered (and published) reminiscence—their mother was, for all her fundamentalist beliefs, “a woman of very

  considerable mental gifts, full of a lively intellectual curiosity, extremely well read, her conversation larded with quotations from the English classics, and with two years at a Paris finishing

  school and an almost professional musical training behind her.”




  

    

      

        Throughout our childhood Mother was a bright light in the darkest moments, as well as a source of entertainment and fun. Her naturally happy temperament was a reassurance

        in itself and did a good deal to counteract the severer side of the evangelicalism in which she, like my father, had been brought up. . . . She gave us that most essential element in

        children’s upbringing, the knowledge that they are loved.


      


    


  




  George Wingate’s Christianity was inevitably of the muscular kind, and he believed in cultivating stamina in his children by taking them on demanding cross-country hikes. Orde, as the

  oldest son, was expected to lead the way in manly pursuits, and he became obsessed with the idea of constantly testing his courage and endurance. Nevertheless, the Wingate parents’ strict

  beliefs and fears of “contamination” kept the children from mixing with outsiders, beyond unavoidable contacts at school. Consequently, the intellectual atmosphere in which they grew up

  was, as Sybil put it, “somewhat apocalyptic.”




  Apart from intensive study of the Bible—with heavy emphasis on the Old Testament and the Psalms, chunks of which they had to learn by heart—the children were taught to believe that

  Christ would return to earth in their own lifetime, ushering in a reign of peace, truth, justice, and mercy. The reverse side of this benign notion was that the wicked would be punished in hellfire

  while the good basked in the sunshine of the Savior, and Orde, as he later told his wife, came to believe that he was inherently sinful.




  Possibly this had something to do with the approach of puberty and “impure” thoughts, but for whatever reason the boy began to have nightmares in which his soul

  was carried off by the Devil. At the same time, he was afraid that his siblings, being so much better than he, might be carried off to heaven by angels. He was particularly concerned that he might

  lose his baby brother Granville in this fashion and used to tuck him tightly into his bed at night so that the angel would find it difficult to snatch him.




  Orde’s education, like that of his siblings, was initially in the hands of his mother, who taught her children the three R’s. As the Wingate children grew older their parents found

  the money to hire a procession of tutors and governesses—seven at their most numerous—to instruct them in such subjects as mathematics, piano, French, and history. Orde was slow at

  learning to read and consequently slow to catch up with his older sisters in Bible studies, Sybil ascribing this as “partly due to the mental paralysis produced by sheer misery.” His

  choices of secular reading matter were restricted, but Orde would recall in later years becoming engrossed in such children’s standards as Grimm’s Fairy-Tales, Jock of the Bushveldt,

  Swiss Family Robinson, and (obviously in a heavily bowdlerized version) Tales from the Arabian Nights.




  As an escape from the austerities of their existence the Wingate children enjoyed a rich fantasy life in a make-believe country they called Lodolf. As Sybil described it, “Lodolf was a

  serial romance, or rather a play to which new acts were perpetually being added. . . . The dramatis personae . . . included characters from every historical romance or poem we had ever read,

  especially Charlotte Young’s [sic] Little Duke, Fouqué’s Sintram, tales of the Round Table and of the Peers of Charlemagne, Scott’s Lord of the Isles

  and Lady of the Lake.”




  Rachel, the oldest, was the dramatist and producer of this serial and, recalled Sybil, “we moved with perfect sureness of foot from the one world to the other, keeping them inviolably

  separate and confiding in no adult the existence of our refuge.”




  At the age of eleven Orde began his formal education as a day pupil at Hill Side, a private junior school in the locality where boys were prepared for later entry into Charterhouse, the

  archetypal English public school, which was also located on the outskirts of Godalming. As a day boy, both at Hill Side and Charterhouse, he would be to a large extent sheltered, as his parents

  intended, from the “corrupting” influences of high Anglicanism and social conformity—the prevailing ethos of the public school system, which existed

  primarily to turn out soldiers to police and guard the empire and civil servants to administer it.




  Orde left little impression behind in either school, except that a contemporary at Hill Side remembered him in later years as one whose unbiddable and unsociable character automatically provoked

  the ire of conventional schoolmasters. Among his peers, this contemporary recalled, he was “the sort of boy who used to be kicked from one end of the school to the other for the good of his

  soul. Nobody, however, kicked Wingate. He feared no one.”




  Cut off as he and his siblings had been from contact with other children, Orde had of course had no chance to acquire any social skills, and when he was admitted to Charterhouse at the age of

  thirteen his status as a day boy and his surly demeanor again set him apart from the majority of his fellows.




  Colonel Wingate’s insistence that he be excused attendance at Anglican services in the school chapel, Orde’s dislike of team sports, and his overall indifference to the “school

  spirit” on which his teachers and contemporaries kept harping, made him even more the outsider. His excessive piety set him apart, too, one teacher remembering that he would go off by himself

  to pray while the other boys kicked around a football. Nor did his appearance help: his clothes were of markedly cheaper cut and quality than those of his fellows, and he felt especially humiliated

  by having to wear heavy boots while the other boys wore shoes.




  School photographs show an undersized boy with a large head and piercing gaze. He was nicknamed “Stinker,” and one of his contemporaries later recalled him as “a little

  rat-like fellow.” This uncharitable character witness added, however, that “you could see even then that he had a will.”




  Another, a fellow day boy, recalled the time he mentioned to Wingate that his parents were taking him to a concert on the following Sunday. Orde was appalled at the thought of such desecration

  of the Sabbath. “If you go you’ll bring your soul into danger of hellfire!” he warned. Another classmate admitted, well after Wingate had achieved fame in World War II, that he

  had “no memory of him at all nor any idea now what he looked like.”




  If he was a flop socially, Orde was no great achiever academically. His marks were indifferent and he consistently ranked near the bottom of his class. Even in the

  school’s Officers’ Training Corps he was an undistinguished cadet, never rising above the rank of lance corporal and scoring little success in such soldierly pursuits as boxing and

  marksmanship.




  In short, and to put it kindly, Orde was not considered an adornment to the school. Nevertheless, Charterhouse is now proud to carry in the entrance to the school chapel a plaque, unveiled in

  1946 by Lord Mountbatten of Burma, commemorating the nonconforming nonachiever who became one of its most celebrated and admired Old Boys.




                 




  Despite his indifferent performance as an Officers’ Training Corps cadet, Wingate embarked on a military career on leaving Charterhouse at

  age seventeen. As the oldest son, it was natural that he should follow in his father’s footsteps, and for all the horrors of World War I, just ended, the family remained army-minded. The

  theme of Sword and Bible ran strong in the traditions of British Nonconformism, and “Onward, Christian Soldiers”was considerably more than a mere figure of speech.




  In any case, Orde’s poor academic record hardly qualified him for university and one of the civilian professions. Nor, of course, could there be any question of his seeking a career in the

  parentally despised Church of England, another traditional occupation for the sons of the British upper middle class of the time. And he had no interest in or aptitude for commerce; his mother,

  being something of a snob, would not have welcomed the idea of his “going into trade.” Another factor in his choice of a military career, as he claimed in later years, was his belief

  that without an armed force to back it up the newly formed League of Nations would be unable to keep the peace, making another major war inevitable.




  So the army it was, but not into a fashionable or glamorous regiment. Young officers in the Household Cavalry, the Brigade of Guards, or one of the smarter county regiments were expected to be

  well off enough to support an appropriate lifestyle, but Orde’s parents, drained by their missionary efforts, were not able to subsidize his meager army pay.

  Consequently he applied for admission to the Royal Military Academy atWoolwich, where entrants were trained for the bread-and-butter work of the army in the Corps of Engineers or the Royal

  Artillery.




  To gain entry Orde had to pass an examination in eight obligatory subjects—English, English history, geography, arithmetic, intermediate mathematics, French or German, physics, and

  chemistry—and one further optional subject. All that was needed to scrape through was a score of 33 percent in all except for arithmetic, where 75 percent was required. And scrape through he

  did, coming in sixty-third out of sixty-nine successful candidates.




  For most of the ensuing three years at Woolwich, Orde cut no better a figure as a gentleman cadet than he had as a pupil at Charterhouse. At 129 pounds and five feet six inches he was fully

  grown physically, but in terms of his mental discipline and intellectual development he still had a long way to go.




  Most of Wingate’s intake took easily enough to the Woolwich environment. The academy, known to generations of its alumni as “The Shop,” was not all that different from the

  boarding schools they had attended, although the bullying of juniors—known as “snookers”—by the senior cadets was even more prevalent than under the public school fagging

  system, and the drill sergeants and lecturers were even more determined than the schoolmasters to break down individuality in order to create fully conforming officers and gentlemen.




  As a day boy at school, Orde had never been exposed to the full blast of such a regime, and attempts to force him into the Woolwich mold served only to make him even more surly and rebellious.

  Sartorially, his appearance tended toward the untidy, a considerable offense in any military establishment. Academically, he was inclined to work only as hard as he needed to avoid expulsion. As

  for rules and regulations, a contemporary would recall, “He and I had one basic common belief: regulations are made by sods for fools and they are to be circumvented and not obeyed where

  inconvenient.”




  But Wingate’s mode of rebelliousness was not entirely grim and humorless. Irritated by the manner of a sergeant major who insisted that gentlemen cadets should slap their rifles harder

  while executing the second movement of the “present arms,” he and a fellow cadet named Lance Perowne2

  studiously took a Lee-Enfield rifle apart by removing the screws that held it together and replacing them with matchsticks, so that, as an eyewitness would recall: “On the following day when

  the Sergeant-Major gave his favourite exhortation, there was a loud crash and a rifle disintegrated.”




  In his spare time Wingate read voraciously, but nothing more demanding than thrillers and pulp romances. The only soldierly activity in which he appeared to take a serious interest was

  horsemanship, and in this—although he had no previous experience—he excelled.




  Among the many bizarre customs of the academy that were intended to whip gentleman cadets into shape was a weekly event known as the Snooker Dance. Its purpose was to familiarize cadets with the

  social art of ballroom dancing—a necessary pre-mating ritual for the officer class—and to impress on the junior cadets their lowly place in the military hierarchy. Attendance was

  compulsory and so was the dress code: senior cadets in full mess dress and snookers, acting out the role of female dancing partners, in white vests and flannel trousers.




  For the juniors there was further humiliation to follow. After each dance, according to a contemporary account, they were “herded into a crowd and organised to perform various antics. . .

  . These varied from ludicrous to rough and usually a certain number of cadets sustained minor injuries. At the end of the session the snookers had to run the gauntlet of the other terms on the way

  back to their houses.”




  An even more demeaning ritual was the practice of “running” a cadet who had broken some pettifogging rule or other. This unofficial but time-hallowed and authority-sanctioned

  punishment consisted of making the offender strip naked and run a gauntlet of knotted towels before being tossed into a tank of water. Wingate’s general demeanor and unpopularity made him an

  obvious candidate for this shaming (if not particularly brutal) treatment, and by the time he had reached his third term it only took one insignificant offense to bring it about.




  He went against the rules of the academy’s riding school by keeping a horse out longer than allowed, thereby depriving another cadet of a recreational ride. This antisocial misdemeanor was

  enough for a senior underofficer with a particular dislike of Wingate to call for retribution and, in accordance with custom, a baying pack of senior cadets went to his room

  after dark, pronounced sentence, and led him out to the rugby field.




  Resistance would have been futile, and when the mob came for Wingate he walked with quiet dignity to the place of “execution.” Most victims got their punishment over quickly by

  cupping a hand over their genitals and running, head down, as fast as possible through the gauntlet. But not Wingate. He faced his persecutors down by standing as tall as his five feet six inches

  would allow and looking them in the eye. Then, as senior cadet Derek Tulloch would recall:




  

    

      

        Orde walked, very slowly, the whole way down the line, with a dangerous look in his eye, which I have frequently had cause to recognise since. Few of us could bring

        ourselves even to apply the knotted handkerchiefs and many of us came away feeling ashamed of the part we had played in it.


      


    


  




  Having contemptuously walked the line, Wingate vaulted to the edge of one of the nearby water tanks, calmly took his stance, and dived in, completing his moral victory over those who had

  presumed to humiliate and punish him for being different.




  Trivial though the affair may seem, it may have been one of the transforming events of Wingate’s life. It scarred him deeply, making him chronically hostile to mindless custom and blimpish

  higher authority—not a mind-set conducive to a successful military career. But on the credit side, the experience seemed to fire his dormant ambition and trigger the awakening of his sleeping

  intellect. If, as Francis Bacon had said, “knowledge itself is power,” then he would acquire knowledge so that the rabble should never again have power over him.




  So when, a few days later, the Woolwich academy commandant, Sir Webb Gillman, sent for Wingate and warned him that he must study harder and smarten up all around or risk expulsion, he was

  pushing at an open door. Contemptuous though he was of those in higher authority who, like Gillman, sanctioned such practices as “running,” Wingate had already resolved to pay due and

  proper attention to his classroom studies and waste no more of his spare time on pulp fiction. He made a bonfire of his books and plunged voraciously into a wide range of weightier

  subjects—history, philosophy, political science, economics, and world literature: Tacitus and Tolstoy, Machiavelli and Marx, Aristotle and Adam Smith. As Sybil would

  observe, “His mind had suddenly awakened and was crying out for food.”




  As an odd by-product, the experience of being “run” also taught Wingate to overcome the inhibitions about nudity that his puritan upbringing must surely have implanted. In later life

  he would frequently greet visitors to his rooms or his field headquarters in a state of seemingly unself-conscious nakedness—a habit that contributed greatly to his reputation for

  eccentricity.




  It was as though he was reenacting his moment of triumph over the mob and demonstrating his continuing contempt for the norms of a hypocritical society.




  







  Chapter 2




  

                                




  WINGATE’S SUDDEN APPLICATION to his studies, coming as it did toward the end of his time at Woolwich,

  was too late to enhance his passing out performance to any great extent. In July 1923, he graduated fifty-ninth out of seventy cadets, was commissioned into the Royal Artillery, and posted as a

  subaltern to a medium battery at Larkhill, on Salisbury Plain.




  His duties there were none too arduous. Five years after the end of the Great War the British army was in a semicomatose condition, traumatized by its recent experiences in the meat grinder of

  industrialized warfare, disoriented by the return to peacetime routine, and both impoverished and demoralized by government penny-pinching, with most infantry regiments reduced to two

  battalions—one for home service and the other for abroad. The down-at-the-heels appearance of the artillery depot at Larkhill reflected the army’s plight. Except during the brief summer

  training season, life at Larkhill revolved mainly around “square bashing” and “bull,” otherwise foot drill and hours spent polishing leather and brass for interminable kit

  inspections. Tulloch, who was also serving at Larkhill and had become a firm friend of Wingate’s, recalled that




  

    

      

        on morning parades . . . the number of men who were left after the fatigues and duty men were marched off could be counted on one hand. These were usually dismissed for

        weeding the garden, whitewashing the ropes around the huts, or some such innocent pastime. Senior officers were still suffering from the aftermath of the war, and young subalterns were left

        very much to their own devices.


      


    


  




  This state of affairs gave Wingate plenty of time for his reading and for a newfound outdoor passion—fox hunting. This pastime, calling for dash and daring as well as a high level of

  horsemanship, was considered by the army brass to be excellent training for young officers, who were given the services of a charger and groom and encouraged to turn out for

  the local hunt. For officers at Larkhill, the local hunt was the South and West Wiltshire at Motcombe, and Wingate and Tulloch regularly rode with it, and with the Portman Hunt in neighboring

  Dorset, during the three years they were at Larkhill together. Wingate, forever testing the limits of his courage and physical endurance, rapidly acquired a reputation for reckless daring in the

  chase. Where more prudent riders would seek a less direct route in pursuit of the hounds, Wingate would frequently break away from the field to take a risky straight-line course, over wide ditches

  and streams, high hedges and gates.




  He sometimes went purposely out of his way to jump a challenging gate and often fell, though without ever sustaining serious injury or losing his nerve. He also developed a remarkable knack for

  divining the best place to cross a river that might seem unfordable to others, displaying an innate talent for reading difficult terrain. “As the seasons went on he rapidly became a legendary

  character,” Tulloch recalled, although, being strapped for cash, “his hunting kit became steadily more deplorable.”




  

    

      

        Neither of us were fashion plates, but his hat was definitely unbeatable and usually resembled a furry concertina; he seldom failed to land on it less than twice a

        day.


      


    


  




  While Wingate was admired for his skill and verve, he was criticized by many of his fellow huntsmen for the merciless way he drove his mounts. In later years he would drive the men under his

  command just as relentlessly but, as his men well knew, never harder than he drove himself. For Wingate, the hunt was far more than a mere weekend pastime, however stimulating. In a revealing, if

  overheated, letter to Dr. Claude Fothergill, a fashionable doctor who fancied himself as a part-time evangelist, he laid bare his feelings on contemplation of “a day of pure happiness”

  in the saddle:




  

    

      

        It was seven when I woke, and the sun had only just risen. The skies were damp and gloomy but their appearance could bring nothing but satisfaction to me. That very

        dampness and gloom that meant disheartenment to the rest of the world meant the anticipation of a good scent to me, and filled me with joyous anticipation. And there was

        no lying abed, no lazy folding of the hands to sleep, as would descend on me before a day of parades, but a glad leap from the warmth, a good wash before dressing—not in the

        King’s uniform but in that much more glorious hunting uniform—and a good English breakfast of eggs and bacon washed down with tea. And what a joy to feel around my neck that

        emblem of sport—a stock—and on my legs a pair of fine topboots in place of the melancholy attire of war.




        “Today,” I said to my soul, “you will forget this tawdry life of reality, this vulgar present, this banal undistinguished existence . . . such trivialities as

        ‘the great heart of the people,’ ‘liberty, fraternity and equality,’ ‘humanity,’ ‘evangelicanism,’ ‘the dictatorship of the

        proletariat,’ and other dreary coarsenesses! Today, in the only world I will admit to be real, the real world of dreams, of fancies, of departed glories brought nigh, in this world . .

        . you are about to move. Black is the past, black may be the future, but the present, oh my courageous soul, is glorious. Today I shall be like a god.”


      


    


  




  Wingate ran this panegyric past his sister Sybil before posting it to Fothergill. She advised him not to bother, saying Fothergill was as incapable of understanding his feelings “as an

  amoeba is of appreciating the Ninth Symphony.”




  At about this time, Wingate came into a legacy of about two thousand pounds from an uncle and, Tulloch would recall, “his immediate reaction was to help his impecunious friends and I think

  at least one hundred went in this way. I know I received a tenner to help out towards my hay bill, which was not repaid for some time after, and many of his loans were not repaid at all; he did not

  expect it.”




  Wingate was similarly generous in making loans, which were seldom repaid, to a handful of old soldiers who had fallen on hard times. He also helped out his siblings whenever they were in need,

  which was frequently—so much so that his sister Rachel felt bound to entreat him: “Don’t run through all your legacy money now. You’ll want it badly for the Staff College or

  something else later on.”




  But he could not resist the temptation posed by a secondhand sports car, which Tulloch taught him to drive and which he would steer as fast and as recklessly as he rode to hounds, though with

  considerably less skill. “[The car] had only two speeds—flat out and full stop,” Tulloch would recall. “The drives were far more exciting than the

  hunts.”




  Not surprisingly, Wingate’s legacy dwindled rapidly and, disregarding the precepts of his puritan upbringing, he was not averse to an occasional flutter on the horses to top up his bank

  balance. He opened an account with White, Fisher and Co., “the world’s premier sporting accountants, of Geneva and Glasgow,” under the nom de plume of “Wetterhorn.”

  There is no surviving record of how well, or how badly, he fared. His parents would have been horrified. His officers’ mess bills reveal that he also liked to play billiards, another pastime

  frowned on by the pious, and, like any other young officer, he liked his liquor and occasionally fell behind in paying for it.




  A dunning letter from John Smith and Sons, “dealers in wines and spirits” of Weedon, Northhants., demanded payment of seventeen shillings and fivepence, “which is now much

  overdue and requesting its immediate settlement to avoid unpleasantness,” while another vendor of alcohol, C. Marshall of High Street, Tisbury, Wilts., became so impatient that he wrote to

  Wingate’s commanding officer demanding payment of three pounds, ten shillings, and fivepence. The proprietor of the Queen’s Head at Weedon also had recourse to Wingate’s CO,

  writing, “I cannot get any money from him. I have sent several times, kindly see into this matter and oblige.”




  And, of course, there were girls, although the written record fails to disclose how far he went with them. He must have been discreet, for Tulloch thought that “he had no use for girls

  whatsoever and concentrated on physical fitness and his horses.” But surviving invitations and letters make it clear that at least the opposite sex were interested in him, if not obviously

  vice versa. A Wiltshire girl named Cecily Bullock, one of the fox-hunting crowd, wrote, “Do come and dine here the night of the 25th and bring anyone you like, too, that’s to say if you

  are coming to the dance. Do bring lots of men friends as we all want partners.” Another Wiltshire gel named Ruth, whose P. G. Wodehouse vernacular would fit any Bertie Wooster and Jeeves

  plot, enthused, “How sporting of you to come along. It will be topping to see you.”




  A young woman named Elizabeth, writing from an address in fashionable Knightsbridge, sounds rather more flirtatious: “I know nothing about your morals. I should think you have some pretty

  stiff ones if anyone bothers to look far enough.” She added, teasingly: “How weak of you to go to a cinema once a week. It is the last thing I can imagine you

  doing. I suppose you sit there and turn up your nose with disgust, having no sense of romance.”




  Otherwise, Wingate seems to have remained a world away from the bright young things of the Jazz generation. As the twenties roared on and the music of the American speakeasies reached Britain,

  Wingate’s main pleasures remained resolutely rural and would have been instantly recognizable by an ensign from the Duke of Wellington’s army. From fox hunting, he and Tulloch graduated

  to an even more testing equine pursuit: steeplechasing. His first time out, Wingate—a 15 to 1 outsider—won the West Wilts Cup by two lengths, while Tulloch came in third, a perfect

  paradigm of their future relationship in wartime Burma, where Wingate would command a division with Tulloch as his chief staff officer.




  Wingate went on to win several more trophies, which he kept at home in Godalming. Inevitably, his involvement in the raffish world of steeplechasing, with its punters, bookmakers, and tic-tac

  men, did not please his parents. But Ethel could not entirely overcome a feeling of maternal pride in her firstborn son’s derring-do:




  

    

      

        I am proud of your pluck and horsemanship [she wrote after his first win] but I know that this point-to-point, however good for you professionally, must throw you into a

        wildly unconverted set and make it harder every day to follow Christ. . . . That is a danger that fills me with dread whenever I think of it and I pray God to keep you from the two special

        sins that are as a rule associated with success in horsemanship.


      


    


  




  And his father, having seen a newspaper photograph of his son in a spectacular steeplechase fall, enquired, “Is it a warning from God?”




  

    

      

        You have been brought up in “the fear and nurture of the Lord.” . . . Can you cut with horse-racing fever? As a Christian it is the only safe thing to do.

        This time, in answer to our prayers, you have escaped—next time it may be a broken leg or concussion of the brain, or something else that will disable you for life.


      


    


  




  Wingate, of course, ignored these parental warnings, but it is clear from his diary entries that he was not immune to fear: “Before the first race my bowels turned to

  water and I gasped with fear. . . . At the fifth fence I was knocked out of the saddle by another horse. The air seemed full of oaths and no wonder; there were 20 starters and only seven finished,

  I think! I got up again and went on over the blind ditch and so up the slope towards the haystack, fumbling vainly for my stirrups and praying desperately.”




  Another diary entry at about this time gives some account of a winter weekend when for once Wingate was not riding to hounds or steeplechasing: “Sunday. Went to church. Ball aching sermon

  as usual. The Church of England is no church. . . . Music before lunch. Beethoven’s Ninth, which I like better and better—especially parts 3 and 4 of presto finale movement. . . .

  Lunch. Ate too much Stilton—why has no one paid for a little port to moisten it?”




  In January 1926, the army sent Wingate on a six-month course to its principal riding school at Weedon, in Northamptonshire. It was a privilege usually offered only to officers in fashionable

  cavalry regiments, but Wingate, the not-so-humble gunner, refused to be overawed by his admittance into the holy of holies of classical horsemanship. True to form, he infuriated his instructors by

  disregarding their textbook notions of correct style while consistently making winning performances over the jumps. And in July 1926, despite his contrary attitude and unorthodox style, he

  graduated as a qualified instructor of equitation.




  On completing the course, Wingate—by now a full lieutenant and studying for promotion to captain—took a brief leave before being sent to rejoin his battery, which was now based at

  Fort Brockhurst, in Hampshire. There he met the girl who was to be the first serious love of his life: Enid Margaret Jelley, known to her friends as Peggy. She was the younger daughter of a retired

  colonel who was in the habit of offering hospitality to the young officers based nearby. He did not think much of Wingate, whose unconventional behavior and unorthodox ideas clearly irritated him.

  According to the Jelleys’ older daughter Mary, her parents only put up with him because they realized how much Peggy loved him. If Mary is to be believed, Wingate had the habit of dropping

  his cigarette ends wherever he pleased and, as a frequent houseguest, would preempt Colonel Jelley’s copy of The Times at breakfast and, having read it, discard it in a crumpled

  condition. Not surprisingly the colonel and his lady thought of Wingate as “that rude young man.”




  But Peggy was undeterred by his social shortcomings. For her, these were offset by lean good looks, sparkling conversation, and infectious enthusiasm. A serious-minded

  girl, she found herself entranced by the intensity of his monologues on politics, philosophy, religion, music, and literature and moved by his occasional lapses into silent introspection. She was

  able to read his moods and was flattered to find herself becoming the repository for his hopes and fears. He was quite unlike the other young men of her acquaintance and soon they had an

  “understanding”—not yet a formal engagement—that some day they would marry. As an army brat she realized that day might be far off: a young officer without private means was

  in no position to marry until he had won promotion, and Wingate had often told her of his ambition to serve overseas and make his mark before settling down.




  During his six months at Weedon, Wingate had infuriated his snobbish cavalry-regiment messmates no less than he had irked his instructors by haranguing them at mealtimes on contentious subjects,

  such as the principles of Marxism, with which he claimed to agree. He was almost certainly doing this for effect—“he only does it to annoy, because he knows it teases”—for,

  as he assured his concerned sister Sybil, he was too firm a believer in God ever to become a Communist.




  But if not a Communist, he was clearly inclining toward the left. He ran an account with a Charing Cross Road bookshop billing its wares as “Literature of the Left” and known

  colloquially as “The Bomb Shop.” An invoice dated 13 June 1925 listed his purchase of War and Peace in three volumes, six shillings; George Bernard Shaw’s Getting

  Married, You Never Can Tell, and Arms and the Man, two shillings each; The Communist Party Manifesto, threepence; and Sexual Health and Birth Control by Ettie Rout, one

  shilling.




  Some idea of Wingate’s musical tastes at the same period may be gleaned from a Gramophone Exchange invoice detailing his purchase of an HMV table gramophone for £20—more than a

  month’s salary—and recordings of Beethoven’s Violin Concerto no. 5, Symphony no. 3, and Apassionata Piano Sonata, plus the larghetto from Mozart’s Clarinet

  Quintet—“the most beautiful melody I know,” noted Wingate. And he was beginning to pay a little more attention to his appearance, going to a Saville Row tailor to be fitted for a

  civilian suit and to Sulka on Bond Street for shirts and ties, although he rarely managed to look really well turned out, either in uniform or mufti.




  As the clothes, the books, the booze, and the billiards suggest, Wingate had by now broken free of the austere and restrictive religious ideology drilled into him by his

  parents. By his own account, he could no longer be termed a Christian in any formal sense. In a 1925 letter to an evangelist with whom his sister Monica—by that time a student at Newnham

  College, Cambridge—had been corresponding he wrote:




  

    

      

        Personally, I do not profess to try to follow the teachings of Christ in many respects, as they are wholly incompatible with the conditions of my life: and permit me to

        say without any idea of being offensive, with the life of every officer, ipso facto. If the so-called disciples of Christ would only read his TEACHINGS with honesty

        and not refuse to accept as allegorical everything that does not to some extent fit in with his preconceived idea of life, not one in a million of so-called Christians would continue to be so

        called. . . .




        Do let us be sincere and not always trying to replace the powerful revolutionary teachings of Christ with the emotional dogmas of the churches which call themselves by his name.

        . . . Indeed, religion in the past has always been responsible for the greatest crimes—the Crucifixion, the burning of Joan of Arc, the massacre of St. Bartholomew—and a thousand

        other villainies. This is that very emotional dogmatic religion that you value so highly and consider a sine qua non of salvation.


      


    


  




  Some might interpret this as agnosticism, or even atheism, but such was not the case. Despite his rejection of Christian dogma—the divinity of Jesus, the Virgin Birth, the Resurrection,

  the Trinity, et al.—Wingate remained, and would remain throughout his life, absolutely certain of the existence of the Judeo-Christian God, not just as some remote prime mover but as a

  personal deity, and one moreover who intended him for some great purpose, as yet unrevealed. “I have the strongest belief in the existence and goodness of God,” he said in a letter to

  Sybil, “and I rejoice in the conviction that there is a plan in life for those that will believe it.” This was the God whose will and presence were indelibly imprinted on his mind in

  childhood by parental precept and study of the Old Testament, the Jehovah whose will and presence remained for him tangible in everyday affairs, just as were the will and presence of Evil.




  Reconciling that bedrock belief in the existence of God with the product of his late-flowering intellectual curiosity, his eager rummaging in the storehouse of Western

  secular thought would surely cause profound inner conflict. Here was a skeptical twentieth-century humanist harnessed to a God-intoxicated seventeenth-century mystic—a Shaw inside a Bunyan if

  you will. Wingate would prove able to work his way through the paradox, but it would take a decade or so for him to encounter and embrace a cause able to resolve it completely and in so doing to

  direct his life toward a goal from which it would never deviate.




  







  Chapter 3




  

                                




  WINGATE HAD long considered service in the Middle East, where Britain still held imperial sway and kept

  substantial armed forces, as the route to promotion. His family name had considerable resonance throughout the region, for his father’s first cousin, Sir Reginald Wingate, had been

  successively governor-general of the Sudan, commander of the Egyptian army, and, during World War I, Britain’s high commissioner in Cairo—effectively the ruler of Egypt.




  Now retired at the age of sixty-six, but still wielding great influence in Whitehall and Westminster, “Cousin Rex,” as he was known to his Wingate relatives, was living in Scotland

  but maintained a pied-à-terre in London, where Orde met him for the first time in 1925. In the course of conversation, the older Wingate told Orde of a less overt connection with the Arab

  world—that T. E. Lawrence, celebrated as “Lawrence of Arabia” for his part in fomenting the Arabs’ wartime revolt against the Ottoman Empire, was a distant cousin through

  Orde’s mother’s side of the family.3




  Sir Reginald advised Orde that if he wanted a posting to the Middle East he would do well to apply for an intensive course in Arabic at London University’s prestigious School of Oriental

  Studies. Orde took his advice and in September 1926 his application was approved. He sold his horses, said good-bye to Tulloch, who was off on a posting to India, and moved to digs in London to

  start the course. It was hard, concentrated work, but by now Wingate had completely overcome his former sloth in the classroom, and in March 1927 he graduated with an 85 percent examination

  mark.




  His next step was to apply for six months’ leave so that he could travel in the Middle East and perfect his Arabic by daily use. But his application was turned down

  on the grounds that he had not yet completed the five years’ service required to qualify for a long leave. Six months later he applied again, and this time he was successful: Cousin Rex had

  made a discreet intervention on his behalf, and Orde, the inveterate outsider, had learned a lesson that would serve him well in the future—that the “system,” however much he

  might despise it, could be made to work for him if he were to cultivate the influential insider.




  Before taking his leave Orde went to visit his cousin at his Scottish home in Dunbar, East Lothian.4 There Sir Reginald advised him to go to

  Khartoum, enlist in the advanced Arabic classes held for members of the Sudan administration, and try to get himself seconded to the elite Sudan Defence Force. He gave his young cousin a letter of

  introduction to the SDF commander, or ka’id al amm, to use his Arabic title, Major General H. J. Huddleston, better known in the Middle East as “Huddleston Pasha.”




  The SDF was a somewhat strange organization, reflecting the peculiar status of the Sudan as a quasi-colony under the joint rule of Britain and Egypt, which was itself little more than a

  protectorate. The force—only forty-five hundred officers and men to keep the peace in a territory of almost one million square miles—had been created in January 1925, after the murder

  of the governor-general, Sir Lee Stack, by Egyptian nationalists led the British to expel the Egyptian military from the Sudan. The new force’s officers were almost entirely British, and

  despite the hard and lonely conditions, the SDF was considered a glamorous posting. Competition for a five-year secondment from their regiments was intense among young and single British

  subalterns, bored by garrison life in postwar Britain and eager to do some “real soldiering.” In many ways it was the equivalent of what special forces such as the SAS or Green Berets

  have become to young British and American officers in the years since World War II.




  The idea of the Sudan was irresistibly romantic to a generation of public schoolboys brought up on Kipling, Newbolt, and the Boys’ Own Paper—the Sudan of the Fuzzy-Wuzzy

  (“You’re a pore benighted ’eathen, but a first-class fightin’ man”) and “the square that broke,” of the Mad Mahdi and a dashing young

  war correspondent named Winston Churchill. Wingate, as we have seen, had little respect for the public-school ethos, but he was anxious for the career boost to be derived from service on the

  outposts of empire and command of a company of native troops.




  With a recommendation from his influential Cousin Rex in his back pocket—and despite the fact that he had not completed the required five years’ army service before he could,

  strictly speaking, be considered for the SDF—Wingate knew that he stood a good chance of being accepted.




  Before leaving for the Middle East he went to Godalming to say good-bye to his parents and siblings. His mother’s health was none too good, her doctor having found her heart “very

  tired.” Sir Thomas (later Lord) Horder, the specialist to whom she had been referred (“at the top of the tree, alas! a four-guinea wallah”) told her that he would have heart

  trouble, too, if he gave his heart the amount of work to do that she was giving hers, and she had spent several weeks in bed.




  In those days, before air travel became common, the usual route to the Middle East was by boat-train from London and Dover to Calais and Paris, south by rail to Marseilles, and thence by sea to

  Alexandria. Wingate, ever the nonconformer, decided to go by sea from Harwich to the Hook of Holland and then bicycle across Europe, through the Netherlands, Germany, Czechoslovakia, Austria, and

  Yugoslavia, to Italy, where he would embark from Genoa for Alexandria.




  For one who had never left Britain before, the journey was full of incident. He averaged a punishing seventy miles a day on his bicycle, was robbed of one hundred Austrian schillings by an

  apparently friendly tinker in Prague, and was arrested for vagrancy in Vienna. On the Yugoslav-Italian border he sold his bicycle for five pounds and walked across the frontier to Trieste. There he

  found the Italian carabinieri to be “the best-behaved officials, if you can call them so, in Italy,” always ready to “help you defeat the avarice of [their] fellow

  countrymen.”




  From Trieste he caught the train to Venice, which he found entrancing. He loved the absence of traffic noise (thanks to the canals), the beauty of the Piazza San Marco, and the locals’

  “delightful habit” of strolling up and down the square in twos and threes from six to ten o’clock each evening. “I cannot believe that Beatrice was more beautiful or Dante more romantic than some of these superb creatures,” he wrote. But he found the English abroad less appealing—they were “so much more English” than

  they were at home, with “the appearance, views and habits of the Victorian era.” “I avoid them,” he added.




  In a vaporetto going down the Grand Canal, he found himself under the gaze of an Englishman who “looked like a retired official or officer in some smart regiment” and his wife, a

  woman with “a faded, querulous face.” Impelled by his seemingly insatiable need to provoke and irritate, Wingate got into animated conversation with an Austrian “about the sort of

  subjects that Englishmen simply don’t talk about with Huns”:




  

    

      

        I pointed out to the Austrian what a mess Lloyd George and Clemenceau5 had made of Central Europe. I drew his

        attention to the fact that a reckoning was inevitable, and that no right-minded man could wish to prevent it. I deplored the French nation. I admired the Germans. And I was gratified by the

        look of incredulous horror and loathing that crept over the faces of my fellow-countrymen.


      


    


  




  From Venice he caught the night train to Genoa—“a revolting town . . . hot, dusty, dirty, garish, ugly and expensive”—and took his berth in a third-class cabin on the

  Italia, a passenger ship bound for Alexandria, four days’ sailing away. He shared the cabin with “a Gypo doctor, an Austrian hairdresser (dames), a German secretary, a Levantine,

  and lastly Blunt”—a fellow British officer. “I was very relieved to see him. I knew him hunting in England, and he is now running the intelligence in Cairo. He’s a clever

  fellow and interesting.” With the unconscious arrogance of the same kind of Englishman abroad that he had been deploring a few paragraphs before, Wingate continued:




  

    

      

        We took charge of the cabin between us, and did pretty much as we pleased, with due consideration for our fellow passengers’ feelings. Filthy habits, such as

        turning off the fan at night, shutting the porthole except in a rough sea, smoking in the cabin, etc., we could not permit. We further discouraged others from getting up at the same time as

        ourselves, which would make movement difficult.


      


    


  




  It is revealing that this chatty, uninhibited letter was addressed to the father Wingate had for so long considered forbidding and unapproachable. With manhood and

  independence from the stifling home atmosphere, he had evidently overcome his fear of the parent who used to beat him for no other reason than to strengthen his character and succeeded in putting

  their relationship on a soldier-to-soldier basis of mutual respect. It’s no less interesting that he seemed to expect his stuffy, Victorian parent to share his “enlightened”

  contempt for the stuffy, Victorian British abroad. Or was he trying to provoke him, too?




  After the Italia docked at Alexandria, Wingate took the train to Cairo, where he stayed ten days in the flat of a former fellow student from the School of Oriental Studies, visited the

  usual tourist sites, and called on the bigwigs to whom Cousin Rex had given him letters of introduction. These included the Sudan agent and Sir Reginald’s former secretary, the venerable

  Ibrahim Bey Dimitri, who readily put himself out for “a cousin of our beloved Master and Chief ” and in turn introduced him to a number of influential Egyptian and Syrian effendis, who

  were equally fulsome in their remembrances to the ex–high commissioner.




  From Cairo Wingate took the train south to Wadi Halfa and thence by Nile steamer to Khartoum. Plagued by toothache while the side-wheeler clattered upstream, Wingate fell into conversation with

  an officer of the Sudan Political Service named A. L. W. Vicars-Miles, who was returning from home leave to his post in Rashad, in the mountainous Kordofan Province. Despite Wingate’s

  customarily unkempt appearance and unorthodox views, Vicars-Miles took a liking to him—though the magic of the family name must have helped—and offered him some painkiller for his

  toothache. He also offered the hospitality of his remote outpost, should Wingate not find Khartoum to his liking.




  In Khartoum, Wingate called on Huddleston Pasha, who promised to find a place for him in the Sudan Defence Force, subject to War Office approval. But there would not be a vacancy until the

  following April, and Wingate soon found himself beggared by the cost of living in Khartoum. “Expenses here are terrible unless you are on the rate of pay in the country,” he complained.

  “I’m not drinking a drop, literally, I smoke moderately, I’m even economising in fans, and I have no amusements of any sort.”




  So with six months to kill Wingate decided to take Vicars-Miles up on his invitation and traveled by riverboat and camel to join him at Rashad, his administrative outpost

  in the Nuba Mountains, where he anticipated—correctly—that he would be able to live within his slender means.




  As a guest, Wingate was a decidedly mixed blessing. At close quarters, Vicars-Miles found his eccentricities and outlandish opinions increasingly hard to take. As at the Jelleys’, Wingate

  tended to litter the floor with his cigarette ends. Some days he would stretch out on the sofa, sucking sugarcane for hours on end to test the dietary usefulness of unrefined sucrose in tropical

  conditions. On one occasion Vicars-Miles was startled to find Wingate sitting bareheaded and stripped to the waist in the blinding heat of the midday sun. Asked what he thought he was doing,

  Wingate replied that he was conducting an experiment to find out how long it would take him to get sunstroke. Appalled by such recklessness in the pursuit of knowledge, Vicars-Miles ordered Wingate

  indoors. His exposure left him badly sunburned, but Wingate, who was chronically unable to accept received wisdom—on sunstroke or any other subject—felt the experiment had been

  worthwhile.




  At table and over after-dinner whiskies, Wingate would punctuate brooding silences with the lengthy expression of anti-establishment opinions of the kind that had occasionally caused

  consternation in the officers’ mess at Larkhill and Weedon. However much he might feel provoked, Vicars-Miles schooled himself to accept such monologues as the outpourings of a lively and

  well-stocked mind that enjoyed controversy for its own sake. But Vicars-Miles’s young subordinate officers were not so forgiving. What they wanted in a companion was “a jolly decent

  chap” of their own kind; what they had instead was a show-off, constantly parading his knowledge on every subject under the sun, not to mention his objectionable opinions.




  In the idiom of the period, and of their public school background, Wingate seemed an “absolute bounder,” totally lacking in respect for the value system in which they—and

  presumably he—had been brought up. In the claustrophobic atmosphere of a remote and isolated tropical station, his presence was an irritant they could well do without.




  So they were considerably relieved when, receiving word that his application for a secondment to the SDF had been approved by the War Office in London, Wingate left for Khartoum, sporting a

  moustache that he had grown partly because it was less trouble than shaving and “partly because the Arabs pay more attention to one wearing that appendage.”




  From Khartoum, he was sent to the headquarters of the SDF’s East Arab Corps,6 in Kassala Province, for familiarization with the

  customs and methods of this unique miniature army, and within two months took up his first command, taking charge of a company, or idara, of 275 native troops, with the local and temporary

  rank of bimbashi, the rough equivalent of major.




  He was based at Gedaref, a remote outstation where he was the only European. His three junior officers and the Other Ranks were nearly all

  Muslims, mostly from the tribes of central and eastern Sudan, with a sprinkling of Somalis and Nubians. Many of the men were accompanied by their wives, concubines, and children, living in family

  groups in mud huts scattered around the outstation headquarters. As the rules and customs of the SDF required, Wingate was not just a commanding officer to these men and their families, but also a

  father, philosopher, and guide. “I lived and moved among these people,” he would recall. “They were delightful. . . . All the squabbles of the married quarters were brought to

  me.”




  Wingate soon became acutely conscious that he exercised powers not only of severe physical punishment—up to a maximum of twenty-five lashes with a rhinoceros-hide whip—but literally

  of life and death. On one occasion he exercised that power to save one of his men from being either hanged for murder or serving a long jail sentence for manslaughter. In the course of a dispute

  over a woman, this man had hit his rival with a steel-shod stick and unintentionally killed him. Wingate could have referred the case to corps headquarters for court-martial, but he decided

  otherwise:




  

    

      

        I said to myself “Here is an ignorant peasant. His mind is quite uncomplicated . . . he is capable of showing great virtues, as I know, and he is also capable of

        suffering mental distress. . . . To inflict on such a man the hardship of prison for a term of years, to shut him away from his natural surroundings, would be in my opinion a crime greater than this particular manslaughter.” When I arrived at these conclusions I talked to the prisoner and told him I was not going to send up his case.


      


    


  




  If Wingate was deeply reluctant to punish his subordinates by imprisonment, he was more ready to impose the lash and even, on occasion, to punch or kick a man who provoked his unruly temper by

  some display of incompetence or insubordination. For an officer to strike a British Other Rank was forbidden. But although by the standards of his day Wingate was no racist, his men were natives,

  after all, and the finer points of disciplinary procedure were rarely observed in the remote outstations of the Sudan.




  Because it was the rainy season when he took up his command at Gedaref, military activity was restricted, allowing Wingate time to concentrate on his Arabic studies, with a view to obtaining a

  first-class interpreter’s certificate. He also studied for his promotion examinations and read up in the hope of qualifying for entry into the Staff College, looking ahead with considerable

  self-confidence to his longer-term future:




  

    

      

        I doubt very much whether the Sudan will be useful to me for longer than five years at the outside [he wrote to his father]. There’s no future for a soldier in the

        Sudan, but the responsibility (not to mention the pay) is most valuable to a young soldier like myself. . . . I daresay if I made a dead set at it, and fortune favoured me, I might become

        Ka’id el Amm here one day, but I feel disposed to attempt something bigger.


      


    


  




  Such moments of exuberant self-confidence, however, were interspersed with what he called “nervous attacks.” With the benefit of current psychiatric knowledge it seems clear that

  these were symptoms of a temporarily debilitating form of clinical depression, a condition that was to haunt him throughout his life, but that he would reveal only to a handful of intimates. Peggy

  Jelley was one of these. “I have been in such a state of nerves during the last week or two that I have read an omen of death into everything,” he told her, describing the onset of one

  attack:




  

    

      

        The tree that blew down outside my house; a worm-eaten tree; the owl that visited my garden each night and hooted at me; the skeleton I’ve

        just seen in a landslide; the crows that have been cawing over my head just now—all are omens of approaching death.


      


    


  




  These incidents became familiar. When depression struck for the first time he had “nothing to hang on to, not even the knowledge of when it would end.” Eventually, he hit on “a

  sort of formula which I said to myself as the waters closed over my head and went on repeating”:




  

    

      

        “God is good,” I used to say over and over again. It had to be something simple because my anguish prevented any thought process, and it had to be something

        comprehensive that I really believed or it would have been no good to me. These words summed up my whole belief and when I hung in the abyss they were all that I had the strength to

        utter.


      


    


  




  When Peggy was herself feeling depressed over the death of a friend, Wingate wrote back: “I know how you feel . . . I have felt the same. There’s no way out of it—no escape

  from the cruelty of life. . . .” But he added this stoic advice:




  

    

      

        He that is down need fear no fall, he that is destitute no mischief. Little Peggy, we must have the courage to live. Don’t be frightened by death. We know nothing

        about it except that it is the end of mortal life—life as we know it. If you don’t know how to die you don’t know how to live. . . . When punishment comes you set your

        teeth—one grows soft too easily.


      


    


  




  It is surely no coincidence that the onset of his “particular curse,” as Wingate was to call it, should occur while he was serving in the Sudan. It is a harsh and forbidding terrain

  whose savage extremes of temperature, immense horizons and massive cloud formations, limitless night skies and primal solitudes, merciless predators and arid expanses all combine to induce a sense

  not so much of the wonder of Nature as of its indifference, even malevolence.




  Confronted by the howling emptiness of this universe, Wingate had only his belief in a personal God to hold on to as a lifeline to sanity. He believed because he had to believe; it was what

  enabled him to endure the recurring nightmare of clinical depression and drive off the demons that pursued him so that—usually, he reported, in two or three days—he could return to the

  world of challenge and achievement.




  In learning to live with his affliction—which also to a lesser degree affected some of his siblings—Wingate came to believe that “it has two

  sides—mental (or spiritual) and physical,” the latter being amenable to “rest, recreation, society, a mild indulgence in narcotics, a fatherly attitude towards oneself,

  etc.” The spiritual trouble should be treated by auto-suggestion, the use of mantras such as “God is great”7 and “Serve

  God not self.” He added: “The trouble is ultimately spiritual and amounts to an attack on the spirit by the powers of evil.” Expanding on this theme, he spoke of the

  “spiritual vertigo” of his increasingly godless generation:




  

    

      

        With the loss of the old beliefs it is as inevitable as the sequence of day and night. . . . Wherever there is intellectual activity today there is this trouble. It is

        hereditary [only] in so far as intelligence is hereditary. It is a weakness of strength.


      


    


  




  During his initial period at corps headquarters and on routine visits there later, Wingate made a mixed impression on his fellow officers. From the top down they were predisposed in his favor as

  the bearer of a family name much honored in the Sudan. His performance as a company commander was well regarded, too.




  But his generally scruffy appearance, his habit of lounging about his quarters in the nude, and the “bolshie” views that he seemed unable to repress did not go down at all well.

  Eventually, as one of his contemporaries would recall, the colonel in command of the East Arab Corps sent for Wingate and told him to curb his tongue. “I don’t like the things you say

  and I don’t like you. A young officer should be seen and not heard,” said the colonel, warning Wingate that he would be returned to his regiment in disgrace if he did not smarten up and

  keep his views to himself.




  This was painfully reminiscent of the reprimand he had been given by his commandant at Woolwich and seemed to Wingate to be just another example of the blinkered pomposity shortly to be

  epitomized by the cartoonist David Low’s invention, the immortal Colonel Blimp. But he swallowed hard and bit back the indignant response that rose to his lips, even though he considered the

  CO’s admonition to be an outrageous denial of his right to free speech.




  To trim and compromise was not in his nature and would become even less so in the future, but Wingate realized that to be sent home under a cloud might be the effective end

  of his army career. He was convinced that he was divinely destined for greatness and that, despite the small minds in high places, the army was his route to that destiny. “I cannot be a

  nobody. I cannot be nothing!” as he said in a letter to Peggy.




  One of Wingate’s operational tasks as a bimbashi in Kassala Province was to suppress an epidemic of ivory poaching by gangs coming over the border from neighboring Ethiopia. And it

  was while leading an antipoacher sweep in April 1931 that he was brought face to face for the first time with the inevitable consummation of the profession of arms: violent death. A gang of nine

  poachers had fled at the approach of his patrol, but one of them stood his ground and opened fire on them with his ancient rifle. Returning fire, one of Wingate’s men shot him dead. Wingate

  viewed the corpse, an old man wearing a ragged djellaba and a cast-off SDF jersey, and was overcome by a sense of terrible responsibility for the death of this obviously impoverished wretch.

  “He only possessed one thing of any value or importance,” he would recall later, “and that was his life, and we took it away.”




  While Wingate and his men continued their sweep over difficult terrain between the Blue Nile and the Dinder, the fate of the old poacher played on his mind, setting off a train of thoughts and

  speculations about the fear of death and the meaning of life. He set these thoughts down, not always very coherently, in a weeklong series of journal entries, which he addressed to Peggy Jelley

  soon after returning to his post from an annual leave in England, which he had spent with her.




  

    

      

        April 12: . . . Death is no respecter of persons and we should not live so that the death of another is the death of ourselves. . . . I have, I think, loved mercy

        and justice but I have yielded too much to my own desires and lusts because I wanted to. And to this extent my house is built on the sands of self. . . . I feel I can now cast aside this

        self-love and that, should it please God to take my life, I shall know that my love for His creation lives on, and that my own self is a small part of me. If it should please Him to spare me,

        why then I hope that all my life after I may be more careful of God’s creatures and less indulgent of self. . . .




        April 14: These last months, instead of living where God has placed me, I have lived entirely in England. . . . The effect is as though my

        body in an English drawing room were to see its stomach wandering among African forests and about to be torn to pieces by wild beasts. The feeling is “What has this danger to do with

        me? By what rule of common sense or common justice am I exposed to risks so totally unrelated to my whole way of life?”




        I must learn to love God’s creation wherever I am and not to shut myself up in a world of dreams that the world of reality can so pitilessly shatter. . . . We cannot

        wholly live either here and now or in an imagined future, but we must have just that touch with the ideal that will enable us to work with a blessing upon reality.


      


    


  




  Literally overnight, Wingate’s mood of philosophical introspection changes and his continuing diary entries read like a boys’ adventure story.




  

    

      

        April 15: Now right out in the wilds. No human being within an hour’s march and civilization’s outposts four days away. . . . There is no water either

        way for a day’s march. . . .




        April 18: . . . The men began to go down in their tracks, and eventually I had to halt the column and adopt the very risky expedient of taking a few camels to

        fetch water from the Dinder, which I believed to be only a few miles away. . . . The heat has been extraordinary. Literally, one can hardly stand it lying in the shade. Imagine walking all

        day without a scrap of shade and now on over iron-hard, cruelly rough, chopped-up soil, bursting through long grass and thorns, thorns, thorns. . . .




        Today (18th) I’ve had my fill of adventures—have shot two buffalo, two lion and I don’t know what else. . . . Now we are just off to El Oowad, about twelve

        miles north. I hope, please God, to sleep tomorrow at Galleger or Ras Amen, and the next night to be on my way home to Singa.




        April 19: We’re now at El Oowad and I’ve just got back from an unsuccessful lion hunt. I must tell you that yesterday we imprisoned a lion in a belt

        of dense scrub. I’d shot him somewhere, so he was probably ill-tempered. However, he got away by a most ingenious ruse which I’ll tell you some day.


      


    


  




  Wingate’s seemingly insatiable urge to kill lions, purely for sport, so soon after his pious resolve to be “more careful of God’s creatures” shows

  how rapidly and completely he could switch from being a man of somber introspection to being a man of unthinking action. And his gift for swift and effective action was displayed when he shot dead

  a seven-foot spitting cobra that rose up at him out of the bush. He sent the skin to Peggy, who had it made into a pair of shoes.




  On returning to base at the end of his idara’s long and grueling sweep, in which they killed one more poacher, wounded two, and captured eleven, Wingate wrote a detailed official

  report on the operation. It was read by, among others, the governor-general, Sir John Maffey, who commended Wingate’s “very interesting narrative of a most successful expedition

  conducted with great dash and judgment.” Added Sir John: “His account of his adventures has taught me a great deal.”




  British officers serving with the SDF were allowed three months’ home leave every summer as an antidote to the harsh conditions, brutal heat, and loneliness of service in the outstations

  of the Sudan. During those leaves Wingate divided his time between Peggy’s parental home in Fareham and his own in Godalming. The Jelleys remained less than overwhelmed at the prospect of

  their daughter’s marriage to “that rude young man,” but as Wingate neared the end of his five-year stint with the SDF, and while on home leave in August 1932, he and Peggy

  announced their formal engagement through a notice in The Times.




  Back in Kassala for his final tour of duty, Wingate’s thoughts turned toward one final adventure before leaving the Middle East. His imagination had been fired by one of the enduring

  legends of the region—that of a fabulous lost oasis named Zerzura, deep in the uncharted Sea of Sand that straddles the frontier between Egypt and Libya.




  The legend described Zerzura as a place of sweetness and delight, the abode of thousands of songbirds, fluttering about a gleaming white city, where a sleeping king and queen and an army of

  marauding black giants had their abode. The approaches to Zerzura were guarded by djinn, who whipped up a sandstorm to hide it whenever travelers approached.




  Like many legends, the story of Zerzura may have had a basis in fact. Many respected geographers and explorers believed that the oasis itself might exist, if not the white city and its magical

  inhabitants. The desert-traveling Hungarian adventurer Count Ladislaus Almasy (real-life protagonist of the 1997 Oscar-winning film The English Patient and the novel on

  which it was based) had theorized that it was located somewhere amid the dry riverbeds, or wadis, that run north and south from the Gilf Plateau, 450 miles due west of Aswan.




  For a while there was a suggestion—brokered by Cousin Rex—that Wingate and Almasy might stage a joint expedition in motor vehicles, but in the end Wingate decided he would rather go

  it alone and arranged to hire a caravan of thirteen camels and four cameleers for the trek.




  An unexpected last-minute obstacle almost aborted the venture: when Wingate made what he thought would be a routine application to SDF headquarters for permission to make the expedition during

  his six-weeks’ end of secondment leave, he was refused. The powers that be felt, perhaps not unreasonably, that it was too risky an undertaking. Determined to press on, Wingate turned to

  Cousin Rex for help, and once again it was forthcoming. Sir Reginald made a tactful intervention through the old-boy network and the War Office gave Khartoum the green light for Wingate to proceed,

  providing he waived his right to any benefits or compensation should he die or be invalided during his quest.




  With that problem out of the way, and with the receipt of surveying instruments on loan from the Royal Geographical Society in London, Wingate left Khartoum for Egypt by train on 28 January

  1933, alighting four days later at a junction 350 miles south of Cairo. From there he traveled 220 mile due west by truck to the desert outpost of Qasr Dakhla, where his camels and their attendants

  awaited him.




  From there they followed an ancient road west to the wells of Bir Abu Mungar, and thence along the same crumbling track toward Kufra, deep inside the otherwise trackless Sea of Sand. “The

  desolation of this high and ghostly waste of grey rock has a powerful effect on the imagination,” he wrote in an account of his journey for the Royal Geographical Society. “Suddenly to

  be translated here one would suppose oneself to be on the moon. Everything looked as though it had been falling to pieces forever.”




  It was desperately hard going, made even more so by the extra hardships that Wingate had devised, true to his habit of testing himself and those under him to their limits. Spurning the usual

  routine of desert travel, he made his protesting men and complaining camels plough ahead through the heat of the day, instead of traveling through the night. Conceding that

  this “would scandalise the military experts of the camel corps,” Wingate nevertheless maintained, “Once get your beasts thoroughly hardened and you can ride roughshod over most of

  [the rules].” It was a maxim he would apply equally, and with great success, to the men who came under his command later in his career.




  He wore a long Arab jibba over his service shorts and bush shirt, with a turban on his head and open sandals on his feet. And to observe the effects of a feeding regime he had worked out for

  himself, he subsisted on a diet of biscuits, oranges, cod-liver oil, and dried dates “as hard as cardboard.”




  He did not find Zerzura, or any trace of it, only the carcass of a camel, the skeleton of a bird, an egg, and a prehistoric flint tool. But in retrospect Wingate considered the experience to

  have been worthwhile:




  

    

      

        I recalled all the abortive effort, the vain expense of strength of the enterprise, now rapidly receding into the past, and wondered whether I regretted it; whether I

        would do it again were the chance to offer. Before I considered it I knew that the experience was real, and that therefore I would always treasure it.


      


    


  




  Back at the rail junction where he had begun his desert journey, Wingate caught the next train north to Cairo, stayed a few days with a friend, and then went on to Port Said, where he boarded

  the P&O liner Cathay, bound from Sydney to Marseilles.




  







  Chapter 4




  

                                




  IT WAS THE BRIGHT YELLOW SHOES that caught the attention of Ivy Paterson as she sat in a deck chair in the

  shade of the Cathay’s bridge and watched the new passengers coming aboard in Port Said. The shoes were of the kind one might expect to see on the feet of an Alexandrian pimp or an

  Armenian rug merchant, not on a young Englishman of the officer class, as their owner appeared to be.




  The rest of his outfit was conventional enough, if a trifle scruffy—shabby gray flannel trousers, a leather-elbowed tweed jacket over an open-necked shirt, a scuffed camel-skin briefcase

  under one arm—and his brown hair was plastered down with some kind of cream or grease. He looked lean, tanned, and weathered.




  Ivy Paterson, together with her husband, Walter, a retired Ceylon merchant, and their daughter, Lorna, a schoolgirl just sixteen, had been at sea for over two weeks, on their way back to their

  home in Scotland from a family visit to Australia. Having noted the yellow-shoed young man and the other new arrivals, Mrs. Paterson returned to her book.




  In conversation later, as the Cathay headed due west toward Malta, its next port of call, she discovered the reason for the garish footwear. The good-looking and intense young Englishman,

  having introduced himself as Lieutenant Orde Wingate, Royal Artillery, explained that his feet were so swollen and painful after an arduous desert trek that he had been obliged to find a pair of

  extra-soft shoes. And unfortunately the only such shoes he had been able to find in Port Said were these, he told her. He glanced down at his garishly shod feet with a quick self-deprecating smile

  that fleetingly revealed a couple of missing teeth.




  The well-to-do and sophisticated Mrs. Paterson found that smile, and the young man’s general demeanor, quite appealing:




  

    

      

        He had a fine skin [she would recall], unusually fair for a man, though tanned where exposed to the sun. His eyes were . . . remarkable. . . .

        Rather deep set and of perwinkle blue. . . . He had a salient sort of nose—side-face rather like Wellington—and a wide and well-shaped mouth. . . . His speaking voice was of a

        most pleasant quality and intonation.


      


    


  




  That quite factual description of Wingate at age thirty was larded with insights into his character and personality that Mrs. Paterson can scarcely have entertained at first sight; it was

  written almost three decades later, and consequently owed a good deal to hindsight. His eyes, said Mrs. Paterson, were those of “a prophet and a visionary” and it was “fascinating

  to listen to him when he talked or ‘held forth’ . . . on almost any subject under the sun. He spoke brilliantly. But he could be very quiet and silent for long periods.”




  However retrospective those perceptions might be, there is no question that Wingate did make an immediate and deep impression on her—and even more so on her adolescent daughter, Lorna,

  who, or so the girl would recall later, “marched up to him and said, ‘You’re the man I’m going to marry.’ We both felt the same way about it.”




  Her mother remembered events rather differently. “It is true,” she wrote, “that on the deck they looked at each other” and “it may be they both felt the pull of

  fate.” But Wingate seemed shy at first and, according to Ivy, hovered in the background for a couple of days:




  

    

      

        Lorna had formed a firm friendship on this voyage with a retired elderly General, and they used to spend most of their time together discussing the affairs of the

        universe. . . . [Orde] was in the habit of drawing up his chair unobtrusively to within earshot while pretending to read his book. . . . At last he plucked up courage and spoke to her.




        Well, after that there was never such a talking. They were both of them prepared to talk about everything under the sun and both of them had equally definite opinions and not

        always the same by any means.


      


    


  




  When the Cathay docked at Malta, Wingate went ashore with the Patersons, took Ivy aside to a coffee shop, and told her what he had already told Lorna herself: that he was in love with

  Lorna and wanted to marry her. “If anyone had told me that this would happen to me with a girl of sixteen I would not have believed them,” Ivy remembered him

  saying. In reply, she reminded Wingate pointedly that when they reached Scotland Lorna had to go back to her boarding school in St. Andrews to prepare for entrance into Oxford University. He

  replied, “Yes, I know, but if there is any chance for me I will wait for her as long as I have to.”




  

    

      

        Feeling a little sorry for him, I then said something which was strange, but quite true. “Well, you know, a fortune teller read Lorna’s hand a few years ago

        and said she would marry a very famous soldier, so you never know—why, Mister Wingate, it might be you!”


      


    


  




  When the ship reached Marseilles, Wingate and the Patersons disembarked and caught the train to London, where Orde and Lorna bade each other an emotional farewell and went their separate

  ways—he to a difficult meeting with the fiancée he was about to jilt, and thence back to his regiment, she to her matriculation studies at St. Leonard’s School for Girls in

  Fife.




  Ivy and Walter Paterson no doubt imagined—and certainly hoped—that this shipboard romance would soon be forgotten. They wanted Lorna to finish her education and were not at all sure

  that a penniless, thirty-year-old subaltern, however interesting a personality, was a suitable husband for their adolescent only child. But two years later, a day short of her eighteenth birthday,

  Lorna Paterson cast aside all thought of higher education and a career, or of a “brilliant” marriage, and became Mrs. Orde Wingate.




  It certainly sounds odd: “love at first sight”—culminating in marriage—between a teenaged schoolgirl and a man almost twice her age. Sixteen-year-old girls do, of course,

  often have wild crushes on older men, but few would dare to blurt it out, as Lorna says she did, on first acquaintance. Mature men do, of course, often feel strongly attracted to girls half their

  age, but they generally stifle the feeling, especially if married or about to be.




  What was going on here, then? Wingate was scarcely the kind of inadequate male who needs a pliable “little woman” he can dominate. Lorna, for her part, was a far from typical

  teenager and anything but pliable. Well read, intellectually precocious, and with a lively mind of her own, she was neither intimidated nor overawed by the charismatic and

  disputatious Wingate. Indeed, she would quite soon prove to be his equal in argument.




  One easy assumption might be that she was unconsciously looking for a father figure. She had a living father, of course, in Walter Paterson, a successful businessman and, in his youth, an

  outstanding sportsman, who had made his fortune early and retired at fifty. But as both parent and spouse it was Ivy who was the dominant partner in the Paterson household, and it may be that

  Walter was just not assertive enough within the marriage to satisfy the willful Lorna’s need for a strong male presence in her life. This, after all, was a time long before feminist ideas

  altered people’s perspectives on the roles of the sexes.




  As for Wingate’s existing engagement, the alacrity with which he had fallen for Lorna is alone evidence of his ambivalence about marriage to Peggy. And she herself would concede later that

  during their six-year relationship he had often expressed doubt about the rightness and wisdom of the match.




  He would tell her ruefully that he had nothing to offer her but the cramped life of a garrison wife, but coming from a man who was sure he was destined for greatness that may have been no more

  than a convenient excuse. A deeper reason for avoiding marriage to Peggy seems, paradoxically, that her gentle intelligence reminded him too much of his mother’s. Orde had come to realize

  that Peggy’s qualities of calm and patience would not be good for him in a wife and, as Peggy would concede some years later, “It would have been futile to marry. He needed argument and

  independence from his partner.”




  This appears to have been a remarkably shrewd judgment. If Wingate was to fulfill the God-ordained but as yet unknown destiny that he was certain awaited him, he would need the Sturm und Drang

  of a relationship more combative than the one that Peggy felt was “so complete, so perfect.” He now saw that he was more likely to find it with the feisty young Lorna Paterson. In all

  things the maverick, Wingate was about to turn Freudian dogma onto its head, and reject instead of marrying the woman who reminded him of his mother.




  And yet, casting around for an entirely rational explanation of why Orde Wingate, mature soldier, fell so hard for Lorna Paterson, adolescent schoolgirl, and vice versa, does not really lead

  anywhere. As philosophers, scientists, and poets down the ages have found, there is no explaining the phenomenon of romantic love, in any of its guises.




  Nor, for that matter, is there any explaining why, in the matter of choosing a mate, Wingate should have followed so closely in his father’s footsteps. Neither Lorna nor Ethel Wingate were

  Lolitas; neither Orde nor George Wingate were Humbert Humberts. Can there be such a thing as an innate predisposition to follow one’s father in seeking a wife in the schoolroom?




                 




  As Wingate neared home, Peggy Jelley was anticipating a joyful reunion. A friend had given her the loan of her flat in Belgravia so that she and

  Orde could be alone together. But when she went to collect him at the Army and Navy Club in Pall Mall she realized instantly that something was terribly wrong. He was haggard and “looking

  like death.” She demanded to know what was the matter and, as they walked in Green Park, she questioned him until he admitted the truth.
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