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  Introduction




  This book is not intended to be an autobiography. It is partly an explanation for the curious life I lead, and partly an account of the way the world has changed in the thirty

  years I have been observing it professionally. Mostly, though, it is a collection of stories, often with a light dusting of fiction over them. That is essential, given that most of the people who

  appear in these pages are still alive and might not want me to describe my dealings with them too fully. Nevertheless, my account of things is as truthful as I can make it, and I haven’t

  knowingly bent any facts in order to fit them in. Above all, I haven’t tried to glamorize my own involvement; on the contrary, I have done my best to be painfully honest. Even so, I notice as

  I read through the pages which follow that wherever I go I always seem to arrive at a key moment. Can this really be correct? You will have to make up your own mind about that, I’m

  afraid.




  I have dealt before with several of the episodes that appear in this book, especially the big set-pieces: the revolution in Iran, Tiananmen Square, the Berlin Wall, the revolutions in

  Czechoslovakia and Romania, the collapse of Communism in Russia, the Gulf War. But in each case I have tried to go into the kind of detail I have never previously felt able to give.




  A great many things seem to have happened to me over the years, and there is not room enough here to cover even the more interesting of them. Since this is only the first of two books, I have

  put off all sorts of things until the second one, from my disappearance in Lebanon at the time of the hostage-taking to meetings with cocaine barons in Peru and Colombia, and encounters with Fidel

  Castro and Emperor Bokassa and the Emperor of Japan. Together I have given the two books the title ‘Out To The Undiscovered Ends’, which comes from some lines by Hilaire Belloc:




  

    

      From quiet homes and first beginning,




      Out to the undiscovered ends,




      There’s nothing worth the wear of winning,




      Save laughter, and the love of friends.


    


  




  Many friends of mine have played an important part in my life, yet their names won’t necessarily appear here. This is not the result of ingratitude or lack of interest; it

  is merely that the telling of stories requires the stripping out of much detail. Just because their names don’t appear, it doesn’t mean I have forgotten their importance to me.




  Several people have helped in compiling this apologia pro mea vita. The BBC has been generous in all sorts of ways, from permissions to quote from past broadcasts to the kindly latitude I

  received from Richard Sambrooke and Adrian Van Klaveren, who have not only allowed me to go my own way but didn’t turn a hair when I announced I was going to leave London and live in Dublin.

  My editors at the Sunday Telegraph, Dominic Lawson and Con Coughlin, were also most generous. My assistant at the BBC, Farne Sinclair, has helped me in hosts of ways, faxing information to

  me in the most unlikely parts of the world and digging out everything from the details of antique broadcasts to advice and quotations and management of the manuscript. Considerable thanks are also

  due to Dan Roan, who worked for me (for nothing, of course: this being the BBC’s way) even while he was preparing for his finals at Cambridge.




  This book had its origins in a dinner with my agent, Julian Alexander, who has been the godparent of the entire enterprise; and my association with him has not only been highly profitable in

  every way, it has also been extremely enjoyable. To my wife Dee I owe even more: from the precision of her judgement to the love with which she has surrounded me.




  As I say, this isn’t intended to be an account of current affairs, past and present. I have tried to speak a little of myself: not the broadcaster and writer, the faintly familiar face

  from the television, the half-remembered by-line from magazines and newspapers, but the persona behind these things. Perhaps I have said too little; perhaps too much. I haven’t always been

  able to prevent myself from settling a few ancient scores, but I have tried to be truthful.




  Dalkey, County Dublin, May 1998
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  A Peculiar Way to Earn a Living




  BELGRADE, MARCH 1999




  I GOT INTO THE LIFT. This entire hotel is empty, I thought: I can take any room I want. I pressed the button for the second floor, where there was a suite I had rather liked.

  At a time like this, cost scarcely mattered. Who knew if I’d even be around to pay the bill, anyway?




  I put my suitcase down and turned to look self-critically in the mirror, as you do when you’re alone. Eheu fugaces, Postume, Postume: a big, lumbering middle-aged fellow stared out

  at me, a touch paunchy, bags under the eyes, the hair turning from grey to white, fifty-four and looking every day of it. Not through bad living, particularly, but careless living: never bothering

  about what I eat, how much I sleep, where I go. It wears you down. And now, most careless of all, I’d ended up here all on my own. Crazy.




  As the lift headed upwards I peered closer for signs of lunacy or fear, but all I could detect was relief, liberation, a weird kind of triumph. I winked jovially at this new, freer self. We were

  on our own now, in a big way.




  The doors opened. No one around, of course; even the hotel staff seemed to have been scared away. I walked down the empty corridor to the far end, reaching in my pocket for the keys. We had been

  using this suite for broadcasting on the satellite phone: it still stood in the corner, a sheet of incomprehensible instructions lying beside it on the floor.




  I dropped onto the bed and looked at the ceiling. I had either done the stupidest thing in my life, in which case I would pay a heavy price for it, or else I had pulled as great a stroke as

  anything in my convoluted career. Which was it to be? I didn’t know, and I found I didn’t care much. I felt obscurely good about it: I had done something I knew I

  should, for its own sake, without worrying about the consequences.




  

    

      What would ye, ladies? It was ever thus.




      Men are unwise, and curiously planned.


    


  




  It had been a day of panic. The night before, Wednesday 24 March, NATO had begun the bombing of Yugoslavia. Massacre and ethnic cleansing had started on a big scale down in

  Kosovo, and here in Belgrade dangerous forces had been unleashed. A battle was going on between the more civilized figures in President Slobodan Milosevi[image: ]’s administration and the savage nationalistic faction headed by Vojislav Seslj, vice-premier in the Serbian government, whose supporters had carried out appalling atrocities in

  Croatia and Bosnia some years earlier. At midday the large international press corps, three hundred or so strong, had trooped into a press conference held by the former opposition leader Vuk

  Draskovic, now a member of Milosevi[image: ]’s government himself.




  ‘You are all welcome to stay,’ he told us grandly, looking more like Tsar Nicholas II than ever, his cheeks flushed with the first slivovic of the day. Directly we arrived

  back at the Hyatt Hotel, where most of the foreign journalists were staying, we were told that the communications minister, a sinister and bloodless young acolyte of Seslj’s, had ordered

  everyone working for news organizations from the NATO countries to leave Belgrade at once. It was clear who had the real power, and it wasn’t Draskovic.




  That morning Christiane Amanpour, the CNN correspondent, white-faced with nervousness, had been marched out of the hotel by a group of security men from a neutral embassy, put in a car and

  driven straight to the Hungarian border for her own safety. Arkan, the paramilitary leader who was charged with war-crimes as the war began, had established himself in the Hyatt’s coffee-shop

  in order to keep a personal eye on the Western journalists. His thugs, men and women dressed entirely in black, hung around the lobby. Reuters Television and the European Broadcasting Union had

  been closed down around noon by units of the secret police. They slapped some people around, and robbed a BBC cameraman and producer of a £30,000 camera.




  I wanted to stay in Belgrade, and yet I wanted to get out with all the others. There were eight of us in the BBC team, not counting our Yugoslav producers, and we had a

  meeting. It quickly became clear that everyone else wanted to leave. I argued briefly for staying; but I didn’t want to be entirely on my own here with such lawlessness going on around me.

  Vorrei, e non vorrei. We went off to pack.




  By the time we had finished it was almost dark. I lugged my two suitcases downstairs and put them in one of the vehicles that was to take us to safety. It felt like a re-run of the Gulf War in

  1991, only shorter. Then I had been hustled out of Iraq with the other Western journalists after the first five days of bombing; now I was leaving Belgrade after only twenty-four hours. It

  didn’t feel right.




  ‘I’ve just got to hand over the sat phone,’ said one of the producers.




  ‘What do you mean, hand it over? Who to?’




  ‘There’s an Australian chap who’s staying.’




  ‘Staying?’




  It was Greg Wildsmith, a correspondent for the ABC whom I knew from Baghdad and other places, and always liked. He wandered calmly across the lobby now to meet us. It was true: he and his team

  weren’t getting out like the rest of us.




  ‘Unless I’ve missed it in the newspapers,’ he drawled, ‘Australia isn’t a member of NATO. So I assume we don’t have to go.’




  That made up my mind for me: if there was someone else here to share the risk, then I would stay as well. It didn’t matter that I came from a NATO country, and Greg didn’t. Maybe I

  could talk my way out of that. I have a great belief in my ability to talk my way out of trouble.




  ‘I’m going to get my stuff out of the car,’ I said; thereby changing everything in my life for months and perhaps years to come.




  So now here I was, settled into my very pleasant suite, almost but not quite alone in the hotel. I rang my wife Dee to explain (as a television journalist she understood) and then rang the BBC

  to tell them that, after all, I would be staying (they seemed hugely relieved). Then I settled back on the bed, poured myself a generous slug of Laphroaig and lit an Upmann’s Number 2. Life

  began to seem almost bearable: for the moment, at any rate. As for the future, that could look after itself. I had selected a CD with some care, and it was playing now.




  

    

      

        

          There may be trouble ahead,


        


      




      But while there’s moonlight, and music, and love and romance




      

        

          Let’s face the music and dance.


        


      


    


  




  Outside, a familiar wailing began: the air-raid siren. I took my Laphroaig and my cigar over to the window and looked out at the anti-aircraft fire which was already arcing up,

  red and white, into the night sky.




  « »




  Like a clumsy waiter, I’ve left behind me a little trail of smashed relationships. Being the BBC’s foreign affairs editor – world affairs editor, as I’m

  called now out of consideration for all those people we broadcast to around the world who don’t regard themselves as foreign – has not been noticeably good for my private life. Perhaps

  I ought to cite Lord Reith as co-respondent. The existence I lead may seem glamorous, and sometimes it is. More often, though, it has an obsessive, slightly dodgy quality to it. I am always trying

  to get to places where I’m not wanted, and convincing people to do things they don’t want to do; it’s like selling double-glazing. I have (at a certain age one begins to count up

  these things) reported from 103 countries, interviewed 122 emperors, monarchs, presidents, dictators, prime ministers and other assorted despots and loonies, and witnessed thirty wars, uprisings

  and revolutions. That’s a lot of collective grief, and I suppose it has left its mark.




  By now my contemporaries from Cambridge have mostly reached the culmination of their careers: the fair-round-belly-with-good-capon-lined stage, where a knighthood or a seat in the House of Lords

  no longer seems absurd and pompous but is starting to assume the attraction of a just reward. One of my closest university friends runs Glyndebourne. One is a judge. One, I discovered recently by

  chance, is in the top ranks of MI6. Others are publishers, architects, archaeologists, writers of novels or of thoughtful editorials, bankers, senior academics, government ministers past or

  present. Some have vanished without trace, died, or are serving prison sentences. One is an ambassador in a major capital; others soon will be.




  All these people take risks, but rarely with their lives. Why should I, at an age where sensible men and women are starting to think about winding down and finding a little

  place in the country, want to keep on behaving like this? Why am I still standing on foreign pavements, arguing the toss with gunmen and rioters and secret policemen?




  Not, certainly, because I have to. Nowadays I am the titular head of all the BBC’s foreign reporting, and within reason I can do pretty much what I want. I have a pleasant office at

  Television Centre, filled with congenial producers and correspondents who are personal friends. The World Affairs Unit which I set up in 1988 and am nominally in charge of, is a rather

  distinguished kind of place, a bit like a fellows’ common-room at a university. When I’m there, which is rarely, it is a pleasant place to hang out.




  I could perfectly well exist on a professional diet of international summit meetings, conferences and elections. I could stay at decent hotels, eat at reasonable hours, plan my social life

  properly, and never again set foot in what we used to called the Third World. I could also go mad. That kind of life, safe and predictable and easy, would bore me to death; or at least to early

  retirement, which would probably soon become the same thing.




  From time to time I am rung up by one of the newspapers and asked for an interview. I usually agree, but I don’t expect to like it. On the basis of an acquaintance of perhaps an hour and a

  quarter, interviewers seem to feel a need to explain me. Their research often consists solely of reading other newspaper interviews I have done, or looking through the cuttings about me. So a

  phrase originally invented by the Daily Mail’s gossip columnist and put in the mouth of one of my colleagues, that I was pompous and arrogant, gets regularly repeated. It’s not

  necessarily that I’m not pompous and arrogant, you understand; merely that these people don’t always discover it for themselves. The idea is passed from interviewer to interview

  like a mild infection.




  So we end up going over the same half-dozen often incorrectly understood facts. The interviewer sits across the table from me at some pleasant restaurant, notebook at the ready, red light on the

  tape recorder unwinking, puzzlement in the eyes, hoping for something to come up which will make sense of this weird phenomenon sitting opposite.




  Is it because I was raised as a Christian Scientist (even though I stopped being one decades ago)? Is it because, at the age of seven, I had to choose whether to live with my mother or my

  father, and chose my father? Is it going to a public school in the fifties, and university in the sixties? Is it my complex private life? Is it—? But by this stage I know we

  will not reach an understanding. We do not have lift-off. We merely have a reshuffling of the six known facts, which will be handed down to yet another generation of the idle.




  And yet I can perfectly well understand the need for some kind of explanation. Why, after all, should I have stayed on in Belgrade when most perfectly sensible people were getting out? Mine is

  indeed a peculiar way to earn a living. Maybe that has a certain limited interest in itself, just as other peculiar ways of earning a living – rat-catching, say, or maintaining the sewers, or

  being a media tycoon – have an interest. And yet there are so many far better things to write about than that: for instance the extraordinary changes that have taken place in the thirty years

  I have been reporting on the world’s affairs, and what really happened in the great events I have been privileged to see.




  « »




  It is often the things you do in a hurry, I have found, which have the greatest effect. Three days after I had decided to remain behind in Belgrade, still alone and having slept

  a total of seven hours since the war began, and with every programme of an organization as many-headed as an old bramble-bush demanding reports from me, I had to write my weekly column for the

  Sunday Telegraph. It was five-thirty in the morning. I described the situation as best I could, then paused for a moment and looked at the television screens across the room. BBC World, Sky

  and CNN were all showing an immense flood of refugees crossing the Macedonian border from Kosovo: and yet protecting these people was surely the major purpose of the NATO bombing – that, and

  encouraging people in Serbia itself to turn against President Slobodan Milosevi[image: ].




  Well, I thought, it isn’t working yet. Most of the people in Belgrade who had once been against Milosevi[image: ] now seemed to have rallied to his

  support: I had already had some of them shouting at me. And the ethnic Albanians of Kosovo certainly weren’t exactly being protected. I went back to my word-processor: If that was the

  purpose of the bombing, I wrote, then it isn’t working yet. I added a few more paragraphs, then hurriedly faxed the article to London before the next wave of

  demands from BBC programmes I had never heard of could break over me.




  The Sunday Telegraph ran it rather big the next day, under the imposing but embarrassing headline, ‘I’m sorry, but this war isn’t working.’ Tony Blair read it

  – or at least read the headline – and was reported to be furious. Yet he knew it was true. The aim had been to carry out a swift series of air attacks which would force President

  Milosevi[image: ] to surrender; that was probably what he wanted to do anyway. But the NATO onslaught had been much too feeble, and much too circumscribed.

  The centre of Belgrade and the other towns and cities of Serbia had not been touched; President Clinton, as worried as ever about domestic opinion, had promised that there would be no ground war;

  and – significantly for the future of the war – an American Stealth aircraft had crashed, or just possibly been shot down, outside Belgrade. After four days of war it suddenly looked as

  though it might not be a such walkover for NATO after all.




  Milosevi[image: ] couldn’t make a quick climb-down in the face of NATO’s overwhelming force now: his own public opinion, intoxicated by its

  unexpected success, wouldn’t accept it. And anyway the force didn’t seem quite so overwhelming, and Serbia didn’t seem quite so feeble, any longer. NATO was in for a long

  campaign, and therefore there was a clear possibility that the alliance might fall apart over the next few weeks.




  And so the machinery of the British government went into action to deal with the problem. Not the real problem, of course: merely the little local difficulty that someone had pointed out that

  things weren’t going to plan. Whichever party is in power, Downing Street always likes to start its campaigns with an attack from a pliant and ambitious backbench MP, to see if that will do

  the trick. Ben Bradshaw, a Labour backbencher who had once worked for the BBC (there is no heresy-hunter as eager as the recent convert) started complaining publicly about my reporting and the fact

  that I didn’t restrict it to the BBC’s airwaves but carried it over into the press as well. He also suggested that my work wasn’t up to much, and that my colleagues knew it.




  Not long afterwards I decided to go out onto the Belgrade streets to sample opinion. Foreign camera crews had had a very difficult time of it, and the cameraman and I, together with our Serbian

  producer, were distinctly nervous. People crowded round and jostled us to scream their anger against NATO. These, we found, weren’t supporters of Seslj and Arkan; most of

  them had previously taken part in the big anti-Milosevi[image: ] demonstrations two years earlier. But in the face of the bombing they felt they had no

  alternative but to regard themselves first and foremost as Serbs, and that meant giving him their support.




  Not, you might think, such an extraordinary development; wars always tend to unite people. There was no doubt about the intensity of feeling: the men and women who gathered round us were on the

  very edge of violence. Before we started we had asked a couple of passing policemen if they would give us some protection. ‘Fuck off,’ one of them said, and they walked off

  laughing.




  After our report was broadcast on that night’s Nine O’Clock News, the government in London suggested – off the record, of course – that the people we had

  interviewed were obviously afraid of President Milosevi[image: ]’s secret police, and had said only what they had been instructed to tell us. They might

  even have been planted by the authorities for us to interview. It was strange, the anonymous voices said, that someone as experienced as I should have failed to realize any of this.




  Soon afterwards American pilots hit a convoy of ethnic Albanian refugees heading for the safety of the border. NATO put forward all sorts of suggestions about what had happened, and insisted

  that the convoy had been escorted by the Serbian military: thus making it a legitimate target. An American general suggested that after the NATO jets attacked that the Serbian soldiers travelling

  with the convoy had leaped out of their vehicles and in a fit of rage had massacred the civilians.




  It wasn’t necessarily all that far-fetched; both before and afterwards, Serbian soldiers and paramilitaries carried out the most disgusting reprisals against innocent ethnic Albanian

  civilians. But it wasn’t true in this case. It later turned out that British pilots had recognized the convoy as a refugee one, and warned the Americans not to attack.




  In a studio interview for that night’s Nine O’Clock News I was asked who might have been responsible for the deaths of the refugees. I replied that if it had been the Serbs,

  they would try to hush it up quickly. But if it had been NATO, then the Serbian authorities would probably take us to the site of the disaster and show us. This had happened

  several times already, on occasions when the facts bore out the Serbian version.




  The following day the military press centre in Belgrade duly provided a coach, and the foreign journalists were taken down to see the site. The Serbs had left the bodies where they lay so the

  cameramen could get good pictures of them; such pictures made excellent propaganda. It was perfectly clear that NATO bombs had been responsible for the deaths, and eventually NATO was obliged to

  own up and apologize.




  But Downing Street was worried that disasters like this would turn public opinion against the war. As the person who had suggested that the Serbian version might conceivably be true, I became

  the direct target of the British government’s public relations machine. Mr Blair had staked everything on the success of NATO’s war against Milosevi[image: ], and it wasn’t going well. So he did precisely what the Thatcher government had done in 1982 when things looked bad in the Falklands War, and what it did in 1986 when the

  Americans bombed Tripoli from British bases, and what the Major government did in 1991 when civilian casualties began to mount in Iraq during the Gulf War: he attacked the BBC’s reporting.

  When British governments have their backs to the wall, it’s a knee-jerk reaction.




  I’d been expecting it. Things always go wrong in war, and it’s important that people should know about it when it happens, just as they should know when things are going well.

  That’s why I had tried so hard to get to Belgrade in the first place, and why I was so determined to stay there when everyone else left. No doubt arrogantly (and of course pompously) I

  reckoned that over the years I had built up some credibility with the BBC’s audiences, so that people wouldn’t automatically believe it if they were told that I was swallowing the

  official Serbian line or deliberately trying to undermine NATO’s war effort. I did my utmost to report fairly and openly; and then I sat back and waited for the sky to fall in.




  It happened on 14 April, twenty-two days into the war. I started getting calls that afternoon from friends at Westminster that the Prime Minister’s spokesman, Alistair Campbell, had

  criticized my reporting in the lobby. Alistair Campbell, Tony Blair’s chief spokesman, briefed the lobby at Westminster about my lack of objectivity; anonymous officials at the Ministry of

  Defence whispered that I was blatantly pro-Serbian. Over the next few days and weeks Robin Cook, the foreign secretary, called on me to leave Belgrade; Claire Short, in charge of

  overseas development but a leading convert to the smart bomb and the cruise missile, suggested that my reporting from Belgrade was akin to helping Hitler in the Second World War. Only George

  Robertson, the defence secretary and a wiser person, kept quiet.




  Soon Tony Blair himself was complaining to the House of Commons that I was reporting ‘under the instruction and guidance of the Serbian authorities’. If he had said that outside

  Parliament, it would have been actionable. It was absolutely and categorically untrue: I was neither instructed nor guided by the Serbs in what I said, and in fact my reports were more frequently

  censored by the Serbian authorities than those of any other correspondent working in Belgrade throughout this period. Not only that, but our cameraman was given twenty-four hours to leave the

  country at the very time these accusations were being made, in order to punish the BBC for its ‘anti-Serbian reporting’ (as the official who was responsible put it). I myself was also

  thrown out of the country at the end of the war.




  Thanks to the political editor of The Times, Philip Webster, the accusations against me ceased to be something whispered to consenting adults in the lobby and by anonymous officials at

  the Ministry of Defence. He wrote a story which The Times carried on its front page on 15 April, reporting that the British government was accusing me of pro-Serbian bias.




  The result was extraordinary. Each of the main broadsheet newspapers carried an editorial criticizing the government for its attacks on the BBC, and several of the tabloids made it clear they

  didn’t approve either; even the Sun and the Daily Mail, neither of which is particularly BBC-friendly. (In the case of the Mail, it had its own correspondent in Belgrade,

  Dave Williams, who together with a photographer had also stayed behind when everyone else left, and did some excellent and courageous reporting. This may have helped.)




  MPs from all sides of the House, and various members of the Lords, spoke up on my behalf. My friend and former colleague, Martin Bell, wrote a fierce defence of me in the press. So did John

  Humphrys, the BBC presenter, who will appear frequently in this book. I was deluged with friendly messages from members of the public. As for the BBC itself, which, if you read these pages further,

  you will see has not always rallied round when its staff have come under attack from politicians, it gave me outspoken and unequivocal backing of a kind I had never witnessed

  before. I had calls of support from the head of news, the Director-General, and the Chairman. It felt like Christmas.




  Downing Street, ever sensitive to the public mood, immediately backed away. No one, officials said blandly, had any criticism whatever about my reporting; far from it. When I wrote a letter of

  complaint to Alistair Campbell, I got back not an apology, certainly – governments don’t do that kind of thing – but an assurance that my professional abilities had not been

  called into question. And that, as far as Whitehall was concerned, was the end of it. With luck, the next time a British government gets into difficulties during a war and is tempted to attack the

  BBC, a warning light will come on in the cockpit before any missiles are actually launched.




  Still, the predictable suggestion that there was some kind of similarity between the bombing of Serbia and the Second World War clearly struck a chord with some people. I started to get shoals

  of angry and often insulting letters, mostly from the elderly. This example, in a spidery hand from Anglesey, was typical:




  

    

      Dear Mr John Simpson,




      When your country is at war and when our young men are putting their lives at risk on a daily basis, it is only a fool that would say or write anything to undermine their bravery. I do not

      know what your age is, but what I do know is that in Hitler’s day you would be put in a safe place. Where you probably belong.


    


  




  In fact, as George Orwell noted, it was typical of the British character that people throughout the Second World War should have been free to publish and say anything about the

  conduct of the fighting, from attacks on the competence of Churchill and his generals to advocating immediate peace with the Nazis. That is how we have always run our society, and that is what

  makes it stronger and ultimately tougher than Hitler’s Germany – let alone Saddam Hussein’s Iraq or Slobodan Milosevi[image: ]’s

  Serbia.




  A splendid old BBC character called R. T. Clark, then head of news, called his staff together when war broke out in September 1939 and spoke to them about the job they would have to do.

  ‘The only way to strengthen the morale of the people whose morale is worth strengthening,’ he said, ‘is to tell them the truth, even if the truth is

  horrible.’




  No doubt all sorts of people with spidery writing, from Anglesey and elsewhere, wanted ‘R.T.’ to be put in a safe place during the Second World War; but he stayed in his job right

  through to 1945, and his philosophy of telling people what was really going on, as opposed to what the government preferred them to know, became one of the most admirable things about

  Britain’s entire conduct of the war. It’s still the basis of the BBC’s worldwide reputation, sixty years later.




  But of course the air campaign against Serbia in 1999 was nothing like the Second World War. There was no conceivable threat to Britain’s democracy, nor to its existence as a nation. In

  this case the only danger was to NATO’s cohesion, and to the reputation of Tony Blair’s government. The problem is, as Mrs Thatcher showed, that politicians have a habit of identifying

  their own fate with that of the country as a whole.




  Unfortunately for Britain’s reputation in the world, the attacks on me attracted a great deal of attention around the world. I was interviewed for French, German, Italian, Dutch, Turkish,

  Swedish, Russian, Japanese and American television and newspapers, all of whom saw it as a clear attempt by the British government to censor the BBC. There was a certain whiff of Schadenfreude

  about this, I felt; most of the journalists seemed to feel that the British were boringly sanctimonious about the freedom of their press, and had now been shown up as hypocrites. I found myself

  defending Tony Blair, and did my best to explain the intricacies of the relationship between the BBC and government; but like most British constitutional arrangements it probably sounded pretty

  unconvincing in the ears of a non-believer.




  In Belgrade, where the story was given huge attention, I took on the wholly unwanted and embarrassing status of an ally: I was, after all, the man whom the British government had tried to

  silence for being pro-Serbian. People would stop me in the street to congratulate me. A natural irritability made me answer that I wasn’t at all pro-Serbian; if anything, the contrary. But

  there were occasional advantages. ‘If you weren’t Simpson, we wouldn’t allow you down here,’ said a harsh elderly woman in an air-raid shelter where we wanted to film.




  The Serbian press and television loved the whole business, of course: it seemed to put the BBC on the same basis as themselves, totally controlled by the state. I refused on

  principle to be interviewed by any Serbian journalist, especially from state television, and gave any of them who asked a little homily about the difference between a free press and the kind of

  obedient pro-government reporting that President Milosevi[image: ] liked. None was quick-witted enough to reply that Tony Blair might have liked it too.




  Sometimes the arguments grew heated. ‘You’re not a proper journalist,’ I yelled at a leading correspondent from Serbian television during one such argument, ‘you’re

  a bloody politician.’ We had bumped into each other outside the ruins of a building NATO had just bombed in Belgrade. This woman was a close friend and ally of Milosevi[image: ]’s wife, and drew a lot of water in that town: a word from her could get me arrested, beaten up, or thrown out of the country. But I knew it

  didn’t matter; now I could get away with almost anything. Thanks to Tony Blair, I had become fire-proof.




  

     

  




  2




  A Different World




  LONDON, SEPTEMBER 1966




  I JOINED THE BBC when I was twenty-two.




  Looking back, it seems to be another existence altogether: simpler, safer, less knowing, less guilty, more peaceable. And now it is as dead and gone as the world which ran by steam or horses or

  wind-power, the world of the great European empires, the world which built the Gothic cathedrals, the world of Byzantium, of Abbasid Baghdad, of Angkor Wat, of the Pyramids. It is hard enough for

  someone in his fifties to come to terms with the speed with which his hair has whitened, his face has lined and his frame has thickened; to grasp how utterly almost everything on earth has changed

  in only thirty years is a great deal harder still.




  Thinking about the recent past is like looking through a telescope. There is an unnatural actuality about it, a false clarity. You feel you could speak to the people you can see walking along,

  even though they may be half a mile away. In much the same way people from the past continue to seem utterly real, a living, continuing presence, even though they may have grown old and died in the

  meantime, and the very places where you once knew them may have changed or disappeared entirely.




  The mind condenses time in much the same way as the telescope condenses space, so that the gaps when nothing much happened dwindle away to nothing. Events take on a pattern, an apparent

  relationship with one another, which they rarely had at the time. When you look through your lens at people as they walk, unaware, down the street, they can never realize that their love affairs,

  their illnesses, their business dealings, will one day seem to an outsider observer to be part of a clear pattern of success or failure, ability or incapacity. The woman who has

  been getting warning letters about her overdraft thinks it won’t be long before she’s in the black; we, looking at her through the lens of the future, know differently. The man whose

  girlfriend left him last night thinks he has just had a bit of bad luck; we can see that all his relationships are going to be like that.




  If, on a morning in the mid-sixties – let us say for the sake of argument Thursday, 1 September 1966 – you had crossed the Thames by train and arrived at Charing Cross, you would

  have seen a cityscape reasonably similar to that of the present; and yet Lutyens or Water-house or even Wren would have recognized entire sections of it. The great redevelopment, the vandalizing of

  the sixties and seventies, had not yet started in earnest. Aside from the Post Office Tower, the newest and biggest structure on the London skyline was the Hilton Hotel at the foot of Park Lane:

  nowadays just another unremarkable example of an outmoded architectural fashion, yet many people of my generation cannot enter it without feeling that they have come to a place which is especially

  vulgar and obtrusive. There were only about a quarter of today’s cars in the streets, the great majority of them made by British companies whose very names have been forgotten. The crowds

  were almost exclusively white.




  What we call the sixties had scarcely started, even though the decade was more than half over. Most women wore hats, and tight skirts down to the knee; many of the men wore bowlers and

  waistcoats and carried tightly rolled umbrellas. In the street, in the Underground station, on the tube train, almost every man wore a tie. There was a neatness about everything which a later

  generation would find positively Singaporean: no litter, no graffiti. Looking back from the complexity of the present, 1966 seems a lot more straight, and a lot easier.




  « »




  It had been a cloudy morning, but shortly before ten the sun shone briefly down into the narrow streets. Pushing his way through the crowd heading northwards along Upper Regent

  Street from Oxford Circus tube station, a tall, skinny, brown-haired young man was hurrying nervously along. He was wearing his best suit (a three-piece effort in green tweed, which had cost him

  £12.12s.6d a year before), a white shirt, striped tie, and brown brogues. In his right hand was an old leather briefcase containing an apple, a wrapped ham-and-cheese

  sandwich prepared by his thoughtful wife, and a Penguin paperback of Fielding’s Tom Jones in case time hung heavy on his hands. He was earnest, high-minded, and almost completely

  innocent of the world and its ways. Characteristically, he was cutting things fine, having left home later than he should. If you had watched him through a good lens you would have noticed that he

  was sweating slightly. At twenty-two (his birthday had been three weeks earlier) he was just starting the first day of his working career.




  I have a certain affection for this earnest, innocent, sweaty young man; also distinct feelings of amusement and contempt. He is of course myself.




  The first of September was the effective start of my existence as an adult, and I knew it. As a result everything around me seemed to be an omen of some kind about the rest of my life. Because

  the sun was shining; because I reached the end of the platform before the 9.38 train drew in; because a non-smoking compartment stopped directly opposite me; because the ticket-collector at Charing

  Cross station winked as he took my oblong of green pasteboard; because the headline in someone else’s evening newspaper was positive (‘ “Thank God He’s Safe” Says

  17-Year-Old Air Crash Victim’s Mum’); because I had started out late and was still almost on time; for all these reasons and a dozen others, I was coming to the conclusion that the rest

  of my life was likely to work out well.




  Now that much of the rest of my life has happened, I have long since realized that omens are merely outward indications of what we hope or fear will happen anyway. If at twenty-two I was buoyed

  up by the feeling that my life would be a success, at fifty-three I am a great deal more sceptical about omens, careers, success, and hope itself. Nowadays I feel a bit like Chou En-lai, Mao

  Zedong’s charming, subtle-minded and long-suffering prime minister, when he was asked what the results of the French Revolution had been. ‘Too soon to be certain,’ he said, after

  a long pause for thought.




  That morning, as the sun came through the clouds and shone on the buses and Sunbeam Talbots and bowler hats, I could see Broadcasting House rearing up ahead of me like a liner above a skiff,

  with Eric Gill’s sculpture of Prospero and Ariel where the figurehead would be. That building would contain my future; it still does.




  The square Art Deco clock on the upper works of the building, which now seems so stylish and then seemed so dated, showed a couple of minutes past ten: it might still be possible to give the

  impression that I had arrived on time. I was aware now of other people hurrying towards the bows of the liner alongside me, slightly older versions of myself: tweedy, brief-cased, polite, earnest,

  conscientious, middle-class, slightly arty, non-conformist yet distinctly conformist as well. In front of me one of the pleasant-faced men in sports jackets, passing in, held the narrow, heavy door

  open for me.




  ‘Oh, sorry,’ I said, speeding up to take it over from him and hold it open for someone else.




  ‘Sorry,’ he said simultaneously.




  I took the weight of the door on my arm. It felt as heavy as push-starting a car with a flat battery. The BBC might have given me a job, but it still didn’t make it easy to get in to do

  it. The BBC didn’t make anything easy, then or ever.




  Being of a self-consciously literary turn of mind, I couldn’t pass through these doors at a time like this without a quotation:




  

    

      And tear our pleasures with rough strife




      Thorough the iron gates of life


    


  




  Not particularly apt, of course, since the doors of Broadcasting House were made of brass, and there was rarely much pleasure involved in tearing through them: certainly not on

  the way in, anyway. Even so, in all the years since then I don’t think I have once opened them without thinking of that first morning, and remembering the quotation.




  « »




  My recruitment had seemed like a long seduction, though who was the seducer and who the seduced was hard to work out. I had appeared before three selection boards, during which

  the same questions had been asked over and over again. I began to feel they were looking for excuses not to take me. Why did I want to be a sub-editor in Radio News? Wouldn’t I rather be in

  television (a trick question, as I perceived even then)? Might I not be tempted after a while to go into politics (another trick question)? Wasn’t I over-qualified? Wasn’t I under-qualified? And if under-qualified, would I be prepared to accept the job at half the pay? This last question was raised at the third board, and it was the true voice of a public

  corporation. Recognizing it dimly, I said yes – as long as it wasn’t for too long.




  It wasn’t until eleven years later, when I shared an office in Brussels with one of the people who had interviewed me that day, that I found I had got into the BBC under completely false

  pretences.




  ‘Oh, you Cambridge double-firsts, you’re too quick for me,’ he said.




  I laughed. ‘Don’t get me mixed up with the double-firsts. I got a bad second; lucky not to get a third. I was doing so many other things at Cambridge,’ I added hastily. It is

  one thing to get a bad second because you didn’t work; another altogether to get one because you aren’t very bright.




  He looked shocked. ‘But we had a letter from your college saying you were expected to get a first.’




  ‘So why didn’t you ask me about it at the board?’




  ‘You’re lucky we didn’t.’




  ‘This is luck?’ I said, looking out at the grey Brussels skyline.




  But it was, of course.




  I had had two job offers already. One was from the Thomson Newspapers training scheme, to be a reporter on the Reading Post; it was the best position newspaper journalism had to offer a

  graduate trainee, and would probably lead to a staff job on the Sunday Times; then regarded as the best newspaper in London. The other offer was from a shadowy branch of the Foreign Office

  which specialized in black propaganda. No one actually told me that it was connected with intelligence, but I guessed that a name as bland as ‘Information and Research Department’

  probably covered something much more questionable. I hadn’t read Ian Fleming and Len Deighton for nothing.




  The recruiting officer and I sat facing each other across an entirely empty desk at the IRD’s bland headquarters beside the Thames, with the river flowing fast and muddy below us. Finally

  I brought myself to the point of asking exactly what work they did here. When my voice stopped there was a silence. The recruiting officer looked out at the river. In the outer office a secretary

  was saying, ‘So I said to her, “Well,” I said, “it’s no use you coming here and—” ’




  There was a noise like a distant sheep’s cough from across the desk. The recruiting officer was starting to concede that, yes, the job could be said to be connected, in

  a certain sense, though only peripherally, or rather tangentially, as it were, and in the widest possible interpretation of the word, if I saw what he meant, with intelligence.




  ‘So is it dangerous? Will I have to carry a gun?’ I tried to sound amused and sophisticated, but merely sounded nervous.




  ‘My dear fellow, of course not,’ said the interviewer, laughing indulgently at the absurd notions of the young and ignorant. That put him back in charge again. ‘You will merely

  have to write reports about other countries. Rhodesia, for example.’




  I see now he was trying (peripherally, or rather tangentially, as it were) to be honest with me, but I was too innocent and obtuse to realize that he was referring to the Wilson

  government’s enemies, about whom I would be expected to spread nasty stories to the media.




  ‘And what about the salary?’ The words came out more crudely than I had intended.




  The man behind the desk riffled through a set of papers with an interested air, as though no one had ever raised this particular one before and it would be an amusing exercise to find out. He

  did a few calculations on the blotting paper in front of him, then looked up with an encouraging smile.




  ‘Six hundred and forty pounds per annum.’ He nodded slightly as he said it, as if encouraging me to nod too, and accept.




  Twelve pounds, six shillings a week; my rent was seven pounds a week, living costs were a fiver. My wife and I would just about scrape by, but it wouldn’t be easy.




  ‘Thank you very much,’ I said obsequiously, putting on my grateful young intellectual face. But I was thinking, ‘If only those swine at the BBC would hurry up and tell me if

  they’ve accepted me, I could turn this lot down right away.’




  The swine at the BBC were in no hurry whatever. Dealing with them was, and is, like being a viceroy in Lima, in urgent need of instructions from Philip II in Spain. Weeks went by, and still no

  answer came from Broadcasting House. Thomson Newspapers were getting restless; even the Information and Research Department would want an answer soon. So did I.




  And then at nine-thirty one morning in mid-July at our flat in Cambridge I made my usual trip down three flights of stairs and along two corridors to check the letterbox. I

  was still in my striped pink and green pyjamas, and my bare white feet squeaked on the lino. I eased guiltily past the open door of our doctor-landlord’s waiting room, where early-rising Miss

  Howe, the receptionist, sat in her crisp white coat, ready for the first patient of the day.




  On the doormat lay a long white envelope with the three magic initials in its bottom left-hand corner. I scooped it up and ran back past Miss Howe, gripping the letter with one hand and the

  front opening of my pyjama trousers with the other, my feet squeaking louder than ever. Upstairs in our delightful sitting room with its central upright pillar, where we had had so many parties and

  entertained so many friends, I ripped open the envelope. At this critical moment, my memory seems to go into freeze-frame: the torn envelope falling to the floor, the open letter in my hand, the

  sun pouring through the windows, Dido and Aeneas playing on the cheap record player, my American wife Diane holding two mugs of Lapsang Souchong and leaning against the pillar in her pink and

  yellow housecoat, feet bare, ready to condole or celebrate, eyes following mine, her emotions changing from sentence to sentence as I read out loud from the letter which contained her future as

  well as mine.




  ‘Thank you for coming … After careful consideration … Lack of practical experience … Not substantive job … Nevertheless in circumstances … OFFER OF

  £1050.0s.0d PER YEAR …!!!’




  We danced around the pillar hand in hand, stubbing our bare toes and making the floorboards creak above Miss Howe’s tidy, tolerant head.




  ‘We have got the magic thou.,’ I sang, to the tune of ‘Anyone Who Had A Heart’: a doleful pop song of the time. There would be no nonsense about working in the boondocks,

  or dishing the dirt on Harold Wilson’s enemies for a pittance: I would be a broadcaster, and I would earn eighty-seven pounds, ten shillings a month. Nowadays, after three decades of high

  inflation, I suppose you’d have to multiply that by about fifteen to get some idea how much it was worth in those extraordinarily different days.




  ‘Riches,’ I cackled in my miser’s voice, lying on the worn brown carpet with my bare feet in the air and holding the letter over my head so I could read the wonderful words

  again and again.




  ‘Let’s see ’em,’ said Diane, worldlier and more adult than I was.




  A month later, on the strength of the letter, we left Cambridge with our seven hundred books, our eighty records, our drawing by Rowlandson, and the sets of china and glass

  and silverware and linen which friends had given us as wedding-presents, and took an unfurnished flat with a wig-cupboard in a Queen Anne house in Greenwich. We moved in on 1 September; which was

  also my first day at the BBC.




  « »




  And so here I was, pushing open the heavy brass doors of Broadcasting House with rough strife. Inside, the entrance hall opened up in front of me like a vast cavern.




  

    

      HOC TEMPLO ARTIUM ET MUSARUM …


    


  




  The paralysingly pompous inscription in letters the size of my head covered much of the upper part of the wall opposite. Only the BBC would have the gall to confide to the world

  that it was a temple of the arts and muses, and not realize that this was laying it on a bit thick. Lord Reith’s name cropped up somewhere in the depths of the inscription, of course, and his

  gloomy influence seemed to infuse the whole place. He’d been gone twenty-six years, but it seemed like only yesterday.




  ‘The Newsroom, please,’ I said to a commissionaire sitting behind a desk the size of a church organ. He was as old and intimidating and war-marked as Reith himself. Then, never able

  to stand a silence, I confided, ‘I’ll be working there.’




  ‘Ho, the Newsroom,’ he said scornfully, as though lunatics and impostors often came in here claiming that sort of thing. ‘I’ll just check that, if you don’t

  mind.’




  It seemed to come as a personal disappointment to him when he found my name on his list after all.




  ‘Take the lift to the Third Floor. Where you will be Met.’ He made it sound like a Masonic induction ceremony.




  A sombre secretary, sexlessly dressed, was waiting for me when the lift doors opened. She nodded to me and made a noise that was probably meant to be welcoming. Then she turned, and I followed

  her along a narrow corridor, past doors belonging to the kind of programmes I’d listened to all my life: The Critics, Lift Up Your Hearts, Radio Newsreel. Mine had been a

  radio childhood. Like most middle-class parents of the 1950s, my father believed that television was bad for you. He has, I suppose, been proven absolutely right.




  At the very end of the corridor, down a dark defile, the Newsroom opened up: a large, low-ceilinged, open place, noisy and confusingly active, where the overhead lights were never switched off,

  day or night. People hammered away on typewriters, or dictated to secretaries, or hurried around with fresh batches of copy newly garnered from the wire-machines. There was a preponderance of grey

  hair and cardigans, and a distinct scarcity of women.




  I was introduced to a variety of people whose names I couldn’t remember, and whose functions I couldn’t comprehend. A young, dark, gloomy character with aristocratic hair,

  atrabilarian eyes and an upturned nose was appointed to show me how things were done.




  ‘Long haul here,’ he confided, sighing a little.




  I sat beside him all morning, watching him work. He gathered together the various pieces of agency copy on a particular news story and read through it with an intensity I hadn’t seen since

  the University Library at Cambridge, his nose close to the smudgy lines of words. Paper edged in yellow or maroon or brown or green, representing respectively British United Press (which, he said,

  I should never trust), Agence France Presse (which I should trust only rarely) and Associated Press (which I should trust reluctantly) and Reuters (which I should trust implicitly), lay piled on

  his desk, the key passages underlined in pencil. It seemed to me, when I read them carefully, that the four agencies might have been describing four different incidents. This was, I think, the

  first moment when I understood faintly that journalism was an art and not a science.




  ‘Vietnam,’ confided the lugubrious aristocrat. ‘Bloody Yanks have bombed another friendly village. They really are a shower.’




  He wrote something down with a 2B pencil on a pad of paper, crossed it out, wrote something else, then screwed up the paper and threw it away. His fine, almost feminine hands were never at rest

  even when he was staring gloomily out of the window. After a few moments he gave a quiet groan and suggested that we should go and get a cup of coffee, so we sidled out of the Newsroom. He glanced

  nervously at the editor’s desk as we passed, like a shoplifter keeping an eye on a lounging security guard.




  ‘Have to be careful about going out too often. Chief Sub,’ he added meaningfully.




  I nodded, as though I understood.




  ‘Oh, God,’ he burst out with a sudden rush of emotion as we reached the safety of the empty corridor, ‘I simply can’t stand this awful place any more.’ Then,

  ‘Oh, I say, sorry. Not very tactful, I suppose.’




  ‘How do you mean?’




  ‘Well, your first day.’




  I didn’t know how to reply, so I grinned weakly and hunched my shoulders with embarrassment, hands in my pockets digging fingernails into my palms. I hadn’t, you see, got over the

  delight of being in the place at all; what it might turn out to be, now that I was in, scarcely mattered to me yet.




  Ahead of us lay the trolley, where a jolly, mountainous woman was dispensing coffee and jokey personal remarks.




  ‘Came here really in order to write some novels in my spare time. Trouble is, I don’t do it. Just lie on my bed looking at the ceiling and waiting for my shift to start again. Two

  white coffees, Margaret, if you please,’ he said in a completely different voice, his gloom turning at once to expansiveness. ‘This is John. He’s going to be one of your best

  customers. Doughnut?’




  ‘’E needs summink to fill ’im out,’ said Margaret, and she laughed, her whole vast figure shaking, dewlaps and bosom and upper arms quivering in different directions and

  at different speeds. It was a pleasurable, satisfying sight, like walking into a kitchen where a seven-course meal was being prepared. I blushed, of course.




  Back in the Newsroom my guide finally constructed his story and dictated it out loud to one of the typists. I marvelled at his precision and coherence, and wondered if I would ever be able to do

  anything like it. When it was finished he looked at it for a long while, reading it over and over in a low voice, then set it in front of the Chief Sub like a ritual sacrifice.




  Which is what it proved to be. The crossings-out he had made on his early drafts were a moon-cast shadow to what the Chief Sub did to it now. His pencil must have been a 6B at least, and he used

  it like a US infantryman used his automatic rifle in a Vietnamese village.




  ‘No, no, no, no, no,’ he rumbled to himself, the cleft between his black eyebrows deepening. His pencil laid waste entire sentences. There were few survivors.




  ‘Oh, Christ,’ muttered their author, as I sat beside him watching.




  The piece of foolscap was handed back, devastated with thick black lines. The Chief Sub had written an entirely new version in capital letters underneath. Why employ people like us, I wondered

  innocently? Why not just do it all himself?




  ‘Rewrite, I’m afraid, Doris my dear,’ the aristocratic young man told the typist at the desk beside him, switching once again from the deepest gloom to a courtly chirpiness. He

  peered at the capital letters and dictated from them in a loud, unembarrassed voice: ‘A spokesman at the American military headquarters in the Vietnamese capital dash dash Saigon dash dash

  has admitted that—’




  By twelve-forty the tempo in the Newsroom had become animated. People walked faster, spoke louder, crossed out words on scripts with even greater ferocity: clearly something was up. The

  newsreader of the day finished reading through his scripts and shuffled them into shape. He was a handsome, saturnine figure in his late fifties, and had been one of the voices of freedom and

  sanity for the entire population of Britain throughout the Second World War: a hero, therefore, even though some deeply unromantic medical condition, often speculated on – flat feet, perhaps,

  or chronic piles – had kept him out of the forces. During the Blitz a bomb had landed near Broadcasting House as he was reading the headlines and he had said with monumental calm,

  ‘I’m sorry – I’ll just repeat that.’ Nowadays, though, he read the radio news to a dwindling domestic audience which, judging from the letters we received, was more

  concerned with the stress in ‘controversy’ and the flat, northern vowels of some BBC reporters than with the news we gave them.




  At five minutes to one the Chief Sub laid down his gory pencil, the Duty Editor stood up, the saturnine newsreader gathered up his scripts and handed them to the Chief Sub, who seemed to be the

  only person trusted to carry them. They processed in stately fashion down the corridor towards the studio. There was a sense of mission, of being on business of national importance. Those of us who

  were left behind turned our chairs reverently towards the loudspeakers, as though we were at a prayer meeting. The pips went, signalling one o’clock. ‘This is the BBC

  Home Service,’ said a sepulchral voice. The newsreader delivered the headlines in the familiar plummy tones that had once kept morale high during the War:




  

    

      It’s now feared that ninety people – probably all British – died in the Britannia airliner crash in Yugoslavia.




      The Cabinet, at its first meeting for three weeks, has discussed Rhodesia and the economic situation.




      President de Gaulle has said the Americans must withdraw from South Vietnam before there can be a settlement.




      Hundreds of police officers from all over London lined the funeral route this morning at the service for their three murdered colleagues.




      The weather: Cloudy in most places with rain at times, but there may be some sunshine in south-western districts.




      Later in the programme, Sir Alec Douglas-Home will be talking about Harold Macmillan’s Memoirs.


    


  




  It was, as I say, a different world. There had been no shortage of remarkable news during the summer of 1966; the three policemen had been murdered by a ferocious thug called

  Harry Roberts a few days earlier, and in the months immediately before that we had had a general election and a World Cup which England had managed to win. Winston Churchill had died only eight

  months earlier. The Beatles were already more famous, as John Lennon would later claim, than Jesus Christ. The Vietnam War was beginning to intrude into everyone’s consciousness. Yet there

  was no hint of the subjects which came to dominate the news for the next quarter-century: in other words, for most of my career.




  There was, for instance, no mention of Northern Ireland; the big civil rights demonstrations and the start of the IRA campaign were still two or three years into the future. Stormont, ‘a

  Protestant parliament for a Protestant people’, ruled the province, and the B-Specials patrolled the streets when necessary to ensure that Catholics knew their place. Nor was there any

  mention of Europe: the European Economic Community still only had its original six members, while the European Free Trade Area, which Britain had created as a spoiler, had seven.

  France’s veto on British membership of the EEC four years earlier remained.




  In domestic politics, economic affairs dominated everything; and yet by comparison with the decades which were to follow 1966 now seems remarkably ordered and benign: inflation somewhere around

  2 per cent, unemployment 3.5 per cent. No British newspaper would dream of printing details about the private life of prominent people. As for the royal family, their privacy was virtually

  sacrosanct.




  The price of oil was markedly low, and most of the countries which produced it slumbered in their post-colonial torpor. Americans were slowly beginning to get over the murder of John F. Kennedy,

  and opposition to the Vietnam War was mostly restricted to left-wing academics and writers. The civil rights of black people (who still by and large preferred the expression ‘coloured’,

  and would have abhorred ‘African-American’) were still noticeably restricted; plenty of schools and restaurants and bars remained segregated, and it was still dangerous for a black man

  to register as a voter or go out with a white woman. The first black golfer would not be allowed to play in the Augusta Masters’ Tournament for another nine years, and even then he would have

  to be escorted round the course by four armed policemen. France was governed sternly but for the time being quietly by General de Gaulle. Greece was a monarchy; Spain was a dictatorship under

  Franco, and Portugal under Salazar. The King of Jordan ruled the old city of Jerusalem, and Israel was a tiny country, twenty miles or so across at its slenderest part, constantly under threat from

  every side and supported instinctively by most European socialists.




  Countries like Iran and Afghanistan, which we have become accustomed to think of as permanently closed to us, were then open; countries which are open, such as Russia, China, and Albania, then

  seemed irrevocably closed. Latin America, now almost entirely composed of democracies, was then the natural home of the military dictatorship. Mao Tse-tung, as his name was still spelt in the West,

  had scarcely started the insane experiment called the Cultural Revolution.




  Britain was still the world’s main colonial power; Swaziland, Bechuanaland, British Honduras, Jamaica, Hong Kong and Kuwait were all governed from London, and her biggest international

  problem was the rebellion by white settlers in Rhodesia. On the day I started at the BBC, Hendrik Verwoerd, the main architect of South Africa’s policy of apartheid, had

  another week to live before being murdered, and Nelson Mandela had been in prison for only three years.




  There were 240 pennies to the pound, each of them bigger and heavier than the largest coin in anyone’s pocket today, and a pound was worth $2.40, so that a penny equalled a cent. You

  regularly found coins of George V’s and Edward VII’s reigns in your change, and sometimes those of Queen Victoria. The cost of goods in the shops was higher than it had been a hundred

  years before, but not that much higher. If Diane and I spent £5.0s.0d. a week on our living costs, Samuel Pepys (who like me was educated at St Paul’s and Magdalene College, Cambridge)

  had spent £7.0s.0d. a month. We were still within touching distance of the past.




  ‘Swinging London’ was a phrase as yet unexcavated from a Time magazine sub-editor’s imagination. London was, my father used to tell me, irrevocably provincial. 150,000

  tourists had visited it in 1965 (as against seven million in 1995). Carnaby Street was mostly occupied by small ironmongers, grocers and rag-traders. ‘Biba’ was a small, dark, crowded

  clothes shop south of High Street Kensington, models were often in their thirties, and the Beatles and the Animals wore dark suits and ties on stage. The world’s two most popular film stars

  were Marilyn Monroe and John Wayne.




  The Queen Elizabeth, the Queen Mary, the France (launched only six years earlier) and a dozen other less famous names still plied the North Atlantic route, though the

  arrival in service of the Boeing 707 in 1960 had been the beginning of the end for the age of the great liners: a million passengers made the sea crossing in 1959, but by 1966 the figure was around

  400,000. Aberfan, My Lai, Lockerbie and Dunblane were just small dots on the map, Chernobyl was no more than the Russian word for a type of herb. Many people seriously doubted if man would ever

  really land on the moon or fly the Atlantic in a supersonic airliner.




  Dr Mengele and Klaus Barbie lived quietly in South America. Everyone thought Kurt Waldheim was just another boring, decent Austrian politician. A majority of men and women still smoked

  cigarettes, even though the link with cancer, which had been made public three years earlier, had led to a slight drop in the habit. Cancer itself was universally regarded as a

  death sentence. AIDS and mad cow disease were unthought of.




  The first practical electronic calculator would not be invented for three more years, and computers, vastly inefficient, filled entire rooms. No country in the world had colour television. The

  Walkman lay fourteen years in the future. Records were made of vinyl and went round at 78, 45 or 33 revolutions per minute. Japan manufactured motorcycles but not cars, and people still associated

  Japanese workmanship with imitation and shoddy work. ‘Empire Made’ on a piece of cutlery or a toy meant it came from Hong Kong and was likely to discolour, bend or break soon.

  Stockbrokers were fiftyish and wore tailcoats. More than ninety per cent of the populations of Britain, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden had been born in their own country, of parents who had

  themselves been born there. (The percentage was a little lower in France because of the recent influx of pieds noirs from Algeria.) Kenya and Uganda still had their large Asian populations so the

  corner supermarket scarcely existed in Britain, and Patel hadn’t yet become a familiar British name. No one went out at night for a curry and lager, and no restaurant anywhere in Britain

  served Tandoori, Balti, Thai, Mexican, Szechuan or Iranian food. In the United States McDonald’s was a regional company known, if at all, only for its 17 cent hamburger. There were two fewer

  known planets in the solar system, and it was still thought that Venus had a solid surface you could walk on.




  Words and entire concepts had not yet entered the popular vocabulary: ‘escalation’, ‘syndrome’, ‘re-negotiate’, ‘counter-sue’,

  ‘gazump’, ‘dysfunctional’, ‘quantum leap’. Perhaps these were things for which the world of the early sixties felt no need. Cocaine and marijuana were both much

  less used than later. No one put ‘ – gate’ onto the end of a word to denote a scandal. The summer of 1966 went on a long time and was often quite hot, yet although crime was

  noticeably high no one called it ‘a long, hot summer’, any more than they called the following winter with all its strikes ‘a winter of discontent’. And if something

  altered, no one further imitated Shakespeare by talking about a ‘sea-change’.




  Among the preternaturally polite British it was starting to become necessary to elaborate in order to avoid rudeness. You could no longer say ‘Close the door’ or even ‘Please

  close the door’, because that would sound brusque; and so you found yourself using vast circumlocutions like ‘I wonder if you would mind closing the door.’ In

  something of the same way it was still slightly ill-mannered to address a letter to ‘Mr James Smith’ rather than ‘James Smith, Esq.’, and in the absence of the fax, which

  would not be available for twenty more years, the only way to get it to him was either to post it (at tuppence-ha’penny, which is a concept you have to be over forty nowadays to understand)

  or else deliver it in person.




  No one in Britain said ‘Hi!’, and no one in America said ‘You have GOT to be joking,’ or even ‘Have a nice day,’ except by accident. A billion meant a million

  million, and scarcely anyone was aware that in America it meant a thousand times less. Anyway, few people except astronomers had any use for the word: there were no billionaires, and even

  governments reckoned only in hundreds of millions. Software meant things you put on the bed or the floor. Gay meant happy. Only a few years before, the newspapers had speculated whether the star of

  My Fair Lady should be allowed to use the word ‘bloody’ at a gala performance attended by Princess Margaret. The word ‘fuck’ had never been intentionally broadcast on

  radio or television anywhere in the English-speaking world.




  Class was still a real force in British life, though it was fading fast. The elderly upper-class still spoke of ‘gels’ and ‘goff’, ‘orf’ and

  ‘crorss’. A few even put the accent on the middle syllable of ‘balcony’; thirty years later, there’s probably no one left alive who does that. There were a few old

  people whose grandfathers had been born in the eighteenth century, and plenty of others whose fathers had fought in the Crimea and the Indian Mutiny, or who had themselves shaken the hand of

  someone who remembered Pitt the Younger or Napoleon. Survivors of the Boer War were numbered in their thousands, and of the First World War in their hundreds of thousands. As for the Second World

  War, it was only a couple of decades back: every adult remembered it. Even the young – the upper middle-class young, at any rate – spoke differently. Their vowels were rounder, their

  consonants more noticeable. They didn’t say ‘I’m, like’ when they meant ‘I thought’ or ‘I said’. Only one person in eighteen went to university; now

  it is one in three.




  Almost everything would start to change very soon now, and many things were changing already. But on Thursday 1 September 1966, the day my world effectively began, there

  seemed to be a distinct stasis. It was just about the last moment in history when you could be forgiven for expecting that the future would carry on pretty much like the past.
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  Father of the Man




  LONDON AND SUFFOLK, 1944–66




  LIKE TRISTRAM SHANDY, I was troubled in my mother’s womb. In my case, it was Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering who was responsible.




  On two different occasions during the spring of 1944, as if searching us out, his bombers dropped their loads close to the house where my mother was living during her pregnancy. We escaped

  unhurt both times. But the bombers seemed to be homing in. One night in July my father was home on leave from the Army. As they – we – were lying together in bed, ignoring the air-raid

  sirens, a bomb fell on the house next door and the ceiling collapsed all over us. My father leaped out of bed with the immense anger that used to well up inside him at the most unsuitable times. He

  shook his fist at the bare rafters, and shouted at my mother, who was eight-and-a-half months gone and was still lying in bed, mountainous and plaster-white like an Alp, that the life of his son

  (he was sure I would be a son) was in danger. She had to get out of London at once.




  The following morning, still in the grip of his rage against Goering, he took her to King’s Cross station and bought her a one-way ticket to the farthest place he had the cash for at the

  time. It turned out to be Blackpool. The journey was interminable, as the train, packed with soldiers, wound its way by spurs and side tracks through the wastes of bomb-damaged England. My mother

  told me later that the soldiers on board were kind and respectful, and had always ensured that she had a seat, and a certain degree of privacy, and water whenever she wanted it. The journey lasted

  thirty hours, but she managed to hold onto me, and when she arrived in Blackpool she made her way to the Queen’s Hydro in Cleveleys, a rather grander resort a few miles up

  the coast.




  A week later my father followed her. The weather was pleasantly hot, and he decided to take a swim in the sea. Looking back at the Hydro, the waves breaking round him, he saw a nurse standing at

  the window of my mother’s room and holding up something white. This something was me. Each time I fill in the column which says ‘Place of birth’ on a visa application or a form at

  a hotel reception desk, the circumstances of my arrival in the world come back to me. Rather than hankering after the security and comfort of the womb, I may have spent my life hankering after the

  Blitz instead.




  My parents were not even slightly suited to each other: she was quiet, discouraged, gentle; he was assertive, outgoing, passionate. My father, in one of those introspective moments which so

  disturb children, once explained to me that he had married my mother because he felt sorry for her; she had been left a widow with two children to care for.




  On my mother’s side my family background was impossibly romantic. Her grandmother Leila was the daughter of John Blackburn Davis, a big London horse-dealer who owned a stables behind the

  Royal Court Theatre in Sloane Square. Early in the 1870s he took Leila with him to the United States in a search for new and better breeds of horse. In Chicago, the centre of the cattle trade, he

  came across a young cowboy called Samuel Franklin Cowdery who escorted the herds northwards from his native Texas to the Chicago stockyards each year. Cowdery was captivated by Leila’s

  sophisticated beauty and high spirits, and when John Blackburn Davis asked Cowdery to escort the horses he had bought back to England, Cowdery agreed at once.




  His life had already been extraordinary. His parents’ farm in Birdville, Texas, had been attacked by Indians, but he had escaped and joined a group of cowboys. As the youngest member of

  the team, he spent much of his time with the elderly Chinese cook. After the evening meal had been eaten and cleared away, the cook would entertain Sam by showing him how to make and fly kites; and

  it was this interest which, years later, on a different continent and under a different name, was to make him famous.




  Cowdery brought John Blackburn Davis’s horses to England, and became a familiar sight in Sloane Square and Belgravia as he rode through the streets in his buckskins and high-heeled cowboy

  boots, his long hair hanging down his back. The attraction which had existed from the start between him and Davis’ daughter turned into a love affair. The trouble was, both

  of them were already married. They decided to run off to America, taking Leila’s two children with them. Cowdery planned to start a travelling cowboy show with Leila, who was a fearless

  rider. She and her children took to their new life with enthusiasm. Dressed in leather and cowboy hats, they rode around the ring, firing and being fired at, throwing themselves and their horses

  down in the sawdust, jumping over fiery obstacles, rescuing each other from fates worse than death.




  The Cowderys’ roadshow took them across America from east to west, with moderate but never overwhelming success. By dropping a couple of consonants and a vowel he turned himself into Sam

  Cody: thereby illicitly siphoning off a little of the glamour and reputation of Buffalo Bill Cody, whose travelling circus was known throughout America and Europe.




  The shows depended on Cody’s remarkable skills as a rider and marksman, on Leila’s beauty and courage, and on the abilities of her elder son Leon. He was young and fair-haired, and

  soon attracted as much attention as his mother and stepfather. Leon was the hero, Leila the heroine, and Cody the villain: sometimes a ferocious Indian chief, sometimes a crooked sheriff. In

  ‘The Klondyke Nugget’, Cody’s ludicrous but highly enjoyable melodrama, the climax came when he tied Leila to a barrel of exploding powder and lit the fuse. Leon had to race round

  the arena on horseback, reach down, cut the ropes and pull her onto the saddle in front of him all in one movement, and ride off a second or so before the barrel exploded. The risks were real, and

  the audience knew it.




  At their riding and shooting displays Leila, wearing a tiny black satin costume covered with sequins (I still have it somewhere, packed in a trunk), would stand in front of an iron screen with

  small glass bulbs fixed into it, around the outline of her body. Cody would shoot out the bulbs while his horse bucked and reared theatrically under him. Once it bucked too much, and Cody hit Leila

  in the thigh. She stood there, still smiling, until the act was over; her husband’s reputation as a marksman was more important to her than the pain.




  By the 1890s he began experimenting with kites. The British army thought they would be useful for reconnaissance, and Cody, deeply patriotic towards his adoptive country,

  volunteered for the post of kite designer and instructor to the military. From kites he moved on to dirigible balloons, and eventually to powered aircraft.




  In October 1908 Cody made the first powered flight in the British Empire, travelling ten feet or so off the ground for a distance of more than a thousand yards. For the next five years he was in

  the front rank of international aviators. Twenty years older than most of his competitors, he earned the affectionate nickname ‘Papa’ Cody.




  And then one day in 1913 Cody, by now fifty-three, was trying out a new aircraft he had designed. As he performed a turn over Laffan’s Plain, outside Aldershot, a gust of wind caught them

  and flipped the aircraft upside down. Both pilot and passenger fell to the ground and were killed instantly.




  With Cody gone, the colour went out of the family. He had left behind him an echo, a resonance, which none of them could ever replace in their lives. By the time my mother met my father she too

  was widowed, left with two children, a sad, intelligent, unfulfilled woman. Marrying my father did nothing to help.




  « »




  His family was the complete opposite of my mother’s: stolidly upper-middle class, they had come from humble origins and never wanted to be reminded of the fact. The

  Simpsons had been country people, carters and farm-labourers for the most part, living in the open, flat, gentle countryside around Bury St Edmunds in Suffolk. (My father used to say to me that

  this was where the Simpsons climbed into the gutter.) In villages like Denston, Wickhambrook and Stansfield their names feature on the gravestones and in the parish registers, but never in

  any out-of-the-ordinary way. They worshipped and obeyed those in authority, they married and gave birth and paid their taxes and died, always in exemplary and uncomplaining fashion. The last thing

  they wanted was to attract attention to themselves.




  Except, that is, in Stansfield in the 1770s, where a tall and remarkably beautiful young woman called Elizabeth Simpson grew up with the belief that life must hold something better. At the age

  of seventeen she ran away, walking the hundred miles to London and living on raw turnips from the fields. She became an actress, taking the name of her shadowy, ineffectual husband, and soon the

  theatre had, in Mrs Inchbald, an actress of sufficient stature to take the place vacated by the great Mrs Siddons. Later in life she turned to writing plays and novels; her best

  known book, A Simple Story, is a homiletic yet rather charming account of a high-minded, beautiful young woman who rises above her humble origins and meets – well, you get the picture.

  It’s still in print today.




  In the late 1840s a sickly young man called George Simpson left Suffolk for London, propelled by his bossy, ambitious wife Charlotte. He went into the building trade and set up business in South

  Norwood, where he and my great-grandfather proceeded to build great swathes of ugly suburban two-up-and-two-down houses in grey brick, each with its arched doorway, its outside lavatory, and its

  table-cloth-sized front garden hedged with privet. Every time I travel to or from Gatwick airport by train I look out at the wasteland between Norwood and Croydon which my great-great-grandfather

  and his cultured, sensitive son helped to create, and cringe in my seat.




  My grandparents were a glamorous couple, but their marriage was doomed. My grandfather eventually built up such bad debts that he had to jump out of a window when the bailiffs came, and legged

  it across the fields like a character in a P. G. Wodehouse novel. He escaped to Ireland and only returned as an old man.




  As for my father, he was born in 1914. He turned out to be difficult, self-reliant, anarchistic and inclined to be extreme in his views. At sixteen he ran away to sea. The P & O took him on

  as a steward, and he sailed round the world for five years. He told me endless stories: about lying in his bunk in the Red Sea, burning with prickly heat, about mountainous seas which terrified the

  passengers and kept them below, about the time when a meat-ball rolled off a plate he was carrying to the dining room and was trodden on by a blind man who was walking the deck; he told me about

  the colour of the flowers in Australia and watching the dawn over Rio and the way the beggars dived for pennies in the South Seas or chanted ‘Give it pice’ in Bombay.




  He came back from sea in 1937 a convinced Communist, and his weekly diversion in London was to march in the East End and involve himself in fights with fascist supporters at Mosley’s

  rallies. He volunteered to fight for the Anarchist Brigade in the Spanish Civil War, but changed his mind as the train was pulling out of Victoria station and jumped off. (Fifty years later,

  encouraged by too much red wine, I told this story over dinner at an Anarchists’ convention in Venice which I was covering for the BBC. At first there was silence; then a

  Frenchman down the far end of the table shouted ‘The true Anarchist never follows the crowd.’ After that everyone toasted the son of the Anarchist who hadn’t followed the

  crowd.)




  In 1945, having served in the Army with little distinction, he was demobbed and at a loose end. His politics were starting that slow move from left to right which so many people of his

  generation have followed in the second half of this century. By 1950 he was a Liberal, on the grounds that scarcely anyone else was, and I remember him listening head in hands to the radio as the

  results came in from that year’s election, groaning each time the announcer said, ‘The Liberal candidate loses his deposit’.




  Even in those days I could see how dashing and handsome he was – he may of course have explained this to me himself – in his sports jackets and his demob suits, his feet turned out

  as he walked, his thick hair brushed back, his eyes bright and aware. Falling in with a rather jolly group of people from the stage, he joined them in becoming a Christian Scientist. He liked it

  because it rejected all the boring old orthodoxies of religion and medicine, because it was American in origin, and because it taught that you can sort out the world, and particularly your health,

  through the way you think about it. My mother disliked it intensely. She disliked the actresses even more.




  « »




  During this period thousands of marriages contracted during the difficult, heightened period of the war were starting to break up: my parents’ among them. Their

  relationship became angrier and more difficult, and rows proliferated. My very first memory, apart from the smell of wallflowers, was of my mother standing at the mirror that hung over the

  fireplace, putting on her lipstick while the tears rolled down her cheeks. She explained to me, her voice breaking, that we were going to leave my father and live with her family in Epsom, but that

  everything would be all right and we would be very happy. I was somewhere between eighteen months and two years old. My second memory is of sitting at the front of a bus and staring out at Epsom,

  with my mother quietly crying beside me. It seems to me, too, that she said, ‘He’s just impossible’; though that may have come later. Either way, she was right:

  he was impossible.




  After that they sometimes came back together and sometimes parted, and I was attached to one or other of them like a suitcase. They were both very nice to me, so that once the immediate anxiety

  was settled I felt moderately comfortable.




  My father treated me exactly as though I were an adult, which I enjoyed greatly. When I was six, we went together to the Marx Brothers’ season at the Everyman cinema in Hampstead, and

  worked our way through each one of the films right through to the debased Hollywood cuteness of the last period. During Horse Feathers, when Groucho sang




  

    

      It doesn’t matter what they say,




      It makes no difference anyway,




      Whatever it is, I’m against it.




      No matter what it is or who commenced it,




      I’m against it.


    


  




  my father nudged me excitedly.




  ‘That’s exactly how you should be,’ he hissed in my ear.




  On the way home, or maybe it was another time altogether, I asked him what the rusted old machine on the wall of the underground station was. He answered matter-of-factly enough, and yet his

  words were profoundly important to me. They gave a glimpse of another and better world.




  ‘Before the War, you put a penny in the slot and pulled that handle and out came a bar of chocolate.’




  Chocolate: I was given a little of it each Christmas, together with a couple of tangerines and some even more exotic fruit, like a pineapple or a pomegranate; but sweet-rationing was so heavy

  that chocolate was a profound rarity. And yet it now seemed that Before-the-War (the phrase was to take on a mythic quality for me, like ‘the Golden Age’ or ‘the reign of King

  Arthur’, or merely ‘in olden times’) all you needed was a penny and the strength to pull the handle. The past must indeed have been an age of wonders, I thought; and gradually all

  these things, chocolate for the asking and my father’s experiences at sea and the time when people in dinner jackets and long dresses danced all night at parties like in Marx Brothers films

  and my family had money and my parents were happy together (because I was never sure precisely what came Before-the-War and what came after) grouped together in my mind as a true

  Golden Age, far superior to this dull grey age of austerity and rationing and gloom which was all I had ever experienced. I felt irrevocably left outside the warmth and glamour and happiness of

  this time of wonders, which I knew would never return. I was an outsider – the true position for a journalist, I think – right from the start.




  « »




  One day in 1951, when I was seven, my father took me to the Festival of Britain, where I saw the Skylon, and put on red and green plastic spectacles to watch a film in 3-D, and

  listened to a recording of the accents of England and someone saying in a Cockney accent, ‘Come on kettle, boil up.’ We came home and found my mother packing her suitcase. When she had

  finished the three of us stood on the doorstep in the chilly evening light: my mother in long bottle-green coat and slanting Robin Hood-like hat with a rakish feather, my father in a tweed sports

  jacket, I in a light brown coat with a velvet collar as worn by Prince Charles. My mother said she would be taking me with her.




  ‘Don’t you think it should be up to the boy to decide where he wants to go and what he wants to do?’ my father asked; more, probably, because it was a way of winning a debating

  point than because he actually wanted me to stay.




  ‘All right,’ said my mother.




  They both turned to me.




  I looked up at the curiously shaped knocker on the open front door with a bearded face on it, and thought. It took me a little time. My father stared up the road to the shops, my mother put down

  her suitcase. I went on thinking. She had two children by her first marriage; my father had none. Fairness and balance seemed to dictate that I should stay with my father. My mother burst into

  tears when I explained this. I couldn’t understand the expression on my father’s face, but I think now that surprise must have mingled with alarm: I had handed him a life sentence. To

  my mother it must have seemed like a terrible betrayal. For the remaining thirty years of her life I don’t think either she or I could deal with the degree of guilt that was generated by the scene on the doorstep that day. I watched her, a tall, elegant figure in dark green moving down the street, her head bowed, the suitcase in her hand.




  And so my father and I were on our own: difficult for him, and not without its problems for me too. I quickly learned to spot the acquisitive look in the eyes of his women friends as they locked

  onto us. Sometimes they wanted to mother me, sometimes they wanted me out of the way; I couldn’t see why we needed them, or why he was so keen to have them around. Sometimes, because I was

  studious, bookish and solitary, they patronized me.




  ‘As a matter of fact, I think I do,’ I remember saying in reply to a large blonde.




  ‘Oh, “as a matter of fact”, eh? That’s a clever expression for a little boy.’




  In the settled, conventional atmosphere of the early 1950s children usually had two parents, and if by some mischance (usually connected with the War) they had only one, it was invariably a

  mother. So it became necessary to invent one, in order to be like all the other kids I was at school with. I used to introduce my fictitious mother unnecessarily into my conversation to such an

  extent that I sometimes wondered if the other children suspected anything. I must have sounded like the young Proust.




  The school I went to was a small private one, and my father, who had to find work as and where he could in the difficult post-war period, managed to scrape together just enough to pay the fees.

  Whether he chose the Crispin School because it was almost next door to the grand house where my Simpson great-grandparents had raised their large, quarrelsome family, or whether this was merely a

  coincidence, it is too late to find out now. Either way, it was yet another powerful reminder of that golden age, Before-the-War. Like someone growing up in post-Alaric Rome, the glories of the

  past and the privations of the present were all around me.




  Going to the Crispin School was a great trial. Not that anyone there was unpleasant: the headmistress was a gentle, bosomy woman called Isobel Jones, and the teachers (apart from the toad-faced

  Miss Tedman) were undemanding. The only problem was Mrs Jones’s taste in colours. I had to walk the two miles to and from school every day through hostile territory wearing a bright purple

  blazer and cap, and a purple and silver tie. They shone out like beacons. In the gloomy, working-class streets of Norwood I felt, as Raymond Chandler has it, about as

  inconspicuous as a tarantula on a slice of angel food.




  Like the slow purging of some ancestral blood-guilt, my way took me past some of the terraces jerry-built by the Simpson family. Rough kids would occasionally issue out to mock or throw stones

  at me. The territory of one particularly ferocious clan, who all had cropped, dark, round heads and never seemed to go to school, lay across my route home. This was the most dangerous part of my

  day; on one occasion the members of the clan captured me and shut me up in a tiny prison made from planks and broken doors on a bombed site. I was terrified and started yelling, and eventually they

  let me go.




  It made me entirely streetwise by the age of eight. I varied my route home like a spy, and would get into conversation with women pushing prams up the long hill while we passed through the

  danger areas. It became something of a pleasure to watch the rough kids looking balefully out at me and to make faces at them, careful that my surrogate mother didn’t cross the road or vanish

  into a shop while my head was turned.




  The walk built up my imagination too. I would stare nosily into the windows of the houses I passed, reconstructing the lives of the people inside from the evidence of the things I could see. I

  watched the way the leaves on the trees flourished and fell, and the pattern they made on the paving stones when the frost had fixed them there, and the way the rainwater swirled like liquid rope

  as it went down the drains. I made up stories to myself about how the names of the streets I passed might have originated: Stembridge Road, Marlow Road, Wheatstone Road. There were several

  child-molesters around – I had trouble with one a few years later – but the streets nevertheless seemed relatively safe. Anyway I was less scared of adults than I was of rough kids.




  Every autumn or winter there would be an old-fashioned peasouper, a fog so laced with the sulphurous fumes from industrial pollution and the winter’s coal fires that people were forced to

  lead each other hand in hand through its yellow-brown, billowing waves. The sun would show through the fog as small and hard as a white ball, and by afternoon the waves of thick vapour would roll

  around the streets, darker than ever, turning the driveways into mysterious caves, catching me by the throat, seeping into houses, killing people with breathing difficulties. The

  bus conductors had to walk in front of their vehicles waving tightly rolled-up newspapers so the drivers could see where to go. Sometimes they had to light them and hold them up, walking along like

  Statues of Liberty.




  I felt liberated whenever there was a bad fog. No rough kids could spot me now. It was impossible to see my hand clearly, even if I held it straight out in front of me. And so I could give my

  imagination free rein: I was an explorer, a diver in the depths of the sea, an escaped prisoner, a hunter in the jungle, a wild beast looking for its prey, the prey itself. In order to anchor

  myself to what was left of reality I would hug each dark-green lamp-post, thick as a sequoia, as I passed. I revelled in the strange distinction between the haziness of things a couple of feet away

  and their sharp clarity close up. I watched the emergence of the feeble yellow glow-worms which turned out to be car headlights, and the nervous way the drivers and passengers would stare out at

  the workaday suburban landscape which had suddenly turned so mysterious and alarming.




  Our lives slowly began to improve. I mean my father’s and mine, though it was true of just about everyone in the entire country as the post-war austerity receded. In our case, though, it

  was due to the arrival of a man who had a great influence on me, more than on my father, perhaps. Brian Brooks was young, gentle and scholarly, a notary public by profession, who represented a

  direct link with the upper middle-class world which my great-grandfather’s business collapse had cut us off from. He came to live with us as a lodger, and stayed as a friend and ally and a

  pervading influence.




  For one thing, he brought large quantities of books with him. (My father read a good deal, and encouraged me to read as well, but he had little money; his library had been restricted to a few

  volumes of Dickens, a large red-bound dictionary, several back copies of the short-story magazine Argosy, and a proto-Christian Science book called Your Mind Can Heal You.) We moved

  to a large flat near the site of the old Crystal Palace, which had burned down in 1936 and was probably the final example in my life of the grand days Before-the-War, and Brian moved in with

  us.




  So did his books. For the first time, as I looked through them and found Edward Lear and G. A. Henty and P. G. Wodehouse, I discovered that there was more to reading than just

  The Children’s Newspaper, The Eagle, the Beano and Dandy: that even books which looked grown-up and scholarly and boring could be interesting. I used to sit on the

  floor in front of Brian’s bookcases and pull out anything with a cover or a title that interested me.




  Brian’s influence told against the Crispin School too; I needed to be in a place with good educational standards, he said, not just a little dame school. So the long walk home ended, and

  there was no more urban terror from the rough kids: I now went every day by bus to and from the smart and rather expensive Dulwich College Preparatory School, where various members of my family had

  gone in the days when there was money around. Gratefully, I exchanged my purple blazer for something much darker and tougher and less bullyable.




  « »




  The masters were the usual mixed bunch: old, resigned, sports-jacketed ones who smoked pipes, young, eager ones who still believed in themselves and rode motorcycles, hard-horse

  disciplinarians, and weaklings in whose lessons you could do anything or nothing at all. One, a former Royal Marine officer who was rumoured to have been tortured by the Germans, broke down one day

  under the strain of keeping thirty ten-year-olds in check and stood on the landing screaming the kind of words which we were only now starting to learn. Another master was so savage that we merely

  called him ‘Satan’, and crept away when he showed up in the playground. There were several paederasts on the staff, all of them mild and antique. They always volunteered to oversee the

  changing rooms but didn’t seem to do much. We knew there was something dodgy about it, but we never told our parents what went on at the school they were paying so much for us to attend.




  Then there was Captain Fleming, a heavily built old boy with a hook nose, a glass eye and a limp, who had served on the North-West Frontier of India. If you failed to translate a passage of

  Latin correctly, or made some grammatical solecism, Captain Fleming would roar ‘Shake him up!’; and the boy sitting next to you would have to grab you by the hair and start to pull your

  head around. He had no respect for any of the other masters.




  ‘Scrubs, the whole lot of ’em. Know what a scrub is, boy? A scrub’s the fella who makes a run for it when the enemy attacks. Don’t trust ’em, is

  my advice to you.’




  Captain Fleming had cast a number of little cannon in brass and used to make gunpowder and tiny lead cannonballs for them, and he would invite a select group round to fire them. His flat was an

  untidy marvel of hangings, ornamental weaponry and sepia photographs, and as he ground the gunpowder or pointed his battery of miniature cannon out of the window he would tell us stories of Pathans

  and jezails and fakirs, of tribesmen from the hills who were fair-haired and blue-eyed and were descended from Alexander the Great’s hoplites, of women whose bodies were entirely

  tattooed, breasts and all (that made an impact), of marksmen who could hit a sparrow’s egg at four hundred yards and a British subaltern’s heart at half a mile. He himself never managed

  to hit anything with the cannonballs he fired from his window with such a delightful roar of flame and blast of noise; not even the neighbour’s cat. Perhaps he missed on purpose.




  There was a definite hint about him of mess funds plundered, a brother-officer’s wife seduced, a fortress sold to the enemy. But he was funny and generous and completely non-paederastic,

  and his stories took me into a world which was still only starting to die in the mid-1950s: a world of excitement and colonial endeavour, of brave deeds, bloodshed and heroic self-sacrifice among

  peoples and climates I could scarcely imagine.




  This was a time when people could still say, without the slightest irony, that home-produced goods were ‘British and best’. There was another expression you often heard too:

  ‘Don’t panic, remember you’re British.’ And yet within a few years the very mention of the word ‘British’ on The Goon Show, the Light Programme radio show

  which was the most anarchic and subversive influence of the post-War period, would make us double up with laughter at the pomposity it satirized. Major Bloodnok, played by Peter Sellers, had all

  the possible failings of Captain Fleming personified: cowardice, bluster, crookedness, lasciviousness. Harry Secombe’s Neddy Seagoon was all of us as we had once been, pathetically believing

  in the decency of our government and our national institutions, and always coming off worse as a result. Spike Milligan’s Bluebottle, cowardly and feeble, was the way we were now. But in

  1955, though The Goon Show had been on the air for some time, it didn’t have quite the same edge. Most people still shared Neddy Seagoon’s innocence:

  ‘British and best’.




  It was understandable. Only four years before, Britain had been the biggest exporter of motor vehicles in the world. Even now it was still the second or third largest manufacturing power, and

  certainly the second greatest economic power. Our classroom maps showed the vast extent of the British Empire. We were virtually all royalists: republicans were just cranks, like vegetarians or

  nudists. On the day after King George VI died in 1952 the conductor and all the passengers on my bus wore black arm-bands, and people spoke in quiet, reverent voices. The morning of Coronation Day

  in 1953, when the news came through that ‘a Briton’ (actually a New Zealander, but there wasn’t much difference then) had climbed Mount Everest, was the proudest moment of most

  people’s lives since VJ Day.




  Britain had been responsible for most of the main scientific advances of the twentieth century: radio, television, radar, penicillin, the computer, the jet engine. The Comet was the first jet

  airliner in service.




  And yet things were already starting to go wrong. The Comet crashed, and had to be withdrawn from service. Sabotage, we said darkly, but it turned out to be metal fatigue. Britain was slipping

  in the world. Countries were breaking away from the Sterling Area and aligning themselves with the dollar. There were strikes at home and uprisings abroad in places like Cyprus, Kenya and Malaya,

  and all sorts of colonies were beginning to clamour for independence. Foreign things started appearing in the shops: Italian shoes, German tools, French kitchenware. ‘Who won the war,

  anyway?’ people would say, as goods which were British and best seemed mysteriously not to be so good after all; it didn’t seem fair. When Colonel Nasser threatened our control of the

  Suez Canal, it was necessary to teach him a lesson.




  ‘These Gippos only understand one thing,’ Captain Fleming told us during a Latin class, and we all nodded eagerly; though we weren’t quite sure what the one thing was which

  they understood.




  And then, one dark afternoon in November 1956, the whole world seemed to change, melting like ice under our feet. Our elderly English master, who had retired from a big London public school and

  was humane enough to read us ghost stories rather than bother our heads with grammar, had just started E. F. Benson’s The Room in the Tower. ‘I have given you

  the room in the Tow—’ he was intoning in a ghostly manner, when one of the older boys, his voice crackling and breaking, burst excitedly into the room.




  ‘The Headmaster’s compliments, sir, and I’m to tell you we’re at war with Egypt.’




  The class erupted in cheers. That was the stuff to give the old Gippos. They had it coming to them, cheeky buggers. They only understood one thing. British and best.




  And yet, extraordinarily enough, it turned out that not everyone thought the same way. Some of the boys came to school the next day full of their fathers’ opposition to the whole business.

  My own father, always so forthright about everything, seemed suddenly unsure.




  Within days it was clear that things had gone very wrong. The invasion and the parachute drop had been complete tactical successes, but the Americans were against it all. We weren’t a

  super-power after all. When they ordered us to withdraw we did, and our disconsolate French allies came with us. Anthony Eden, the Prime Minister, had a nervous breakdown and resigned. Of the three

  great national humiliations in my lifetime, Suez, France’s veto on our joining the European Community and the application to the IMF for a loan in 1976, this was by far the worst. Our

  pretensions as a nation were revealed to the world as empty. It wasn’t merely wrong to have attacked Egypt, it was stupid. In the meantime the Russians took advantage of the distraction to

  crush the Hungarian Uprising in the most brutal way possible.




  After it was all over, no one seemed to think we led the world in science. No one said ‘British and best’ or ‘Don’t panic – remember you’re British’. It

  was the start of thirty years or more of intense national self-denigration. Instead of worshipping our own way of doing things and trying to insist that large parts of the world should copy us, we

  came to feel ashamed of it all: the Establishment, the old boy network, the class system, the Empire. It was a long time before we even started to be comfortable with ourselves again, and by then

  everything had changed for ever.




  A few months after Suez, in September 1957, my life changed for ever too. I stopped being a kid in short trousers, a playground hanger-out, a collector of cigarette cards and Dinky toys and bus

  tickets with special numbers; instead I started to turn into an increasingly individuated sophisticate who wore long trousers, went occasionally to the theatre, despised all

  sorts of things he didn’t understand, sampled Chinese and Indian food and argued about politics and ethics. That is to say, I passed an exam and went to St Paul’s School in London.




  « »




  St Paul’s wasn’t like other big public schools of the time; it was more like a grammar school. Most of us were day-boys, and came from families which had made money

  in business: suburban, upper middle-class, readers of the Daily Telegraph, endlessly complaining about teddy-boys and juke-boxes and the Americanization of everything. My father, by

  contrast, was now in favour of the Americanization of everything, though he objected to John F. Kennedy’s election in the US in 1960 because he was a Catholic. Having been to an Anglican

  school where he was badly treated, he loathed all the old-established religions and refused to distinguish between them.




  There was a sizeable proportion of Jewish boys, which seemed to give St Paul’s a particular intellectual edge, and a surprising number from foreign countries: France, Germany, North

  America, India, Pakistan, Iran. We were inclined to be competitive, sharp-witted and worldly-wise, and snappy dressers too. Not, however, at first: it took me some time to come to terms with a

  world of stiff collars and studs, and cadet corps uniform every Monday.




  And with discipline. I was too timid to be a proper rebel, but I found it hard to subjugate myself completely to the rules of this new place. As my first year progressed, I started to look

  around at the extraordinary and wonderful building I found myself in. It had been built by Alfred Waterhouse in the early 1880s, and was a red-brick neo-Gothic cathedral, with soaring windows

  filled with the brilliance of stained glass, and wide staircases, and corridors so long that you couldn’t recognize someone walking towards you from the far end.




  I wandered around gazing at the stained-glass coats of arms in the windows and the names of former pupils and masters back to the school’s foundation in 1509. Now, accompanied by my two

  closest friends, I found myself wandering these corridors and trying the handles of obscure doors, exploring the farthest and deepest recesses of Alfred Waterhouse’s masterpiece.




  ‘There’s a door up here,’ one of the others said as we reached the end of a small corridor on the top floor. ‘It must be the roof.’




  I tried the door. The handle turned.




  It wasn’t the roof. It was the entrance to the attic, an enormous, empty, pyramidal space in the centre of the building which stretched for its entire width. At the front and the back were

  two enormous clocks, eight feet high. One faced out onto the Hammersmith Road, the other onto the playing fields at the back.




  We stood in silence, the dust settling again around our feet, the sunbeams slanting down to the floor, the clocks ticking majestically in the silence, the pigeons faintly rustling on the sloping

  slates above our heads. Around us were hundreds of white plaster heads, bearded, serious, imperial. Once these busts had decorated the corridors. It was frightening, and magical, and exhilarating.

  I have had other, far greater experiences since then: walking through the drenching spray at Victoria Falls, climbing in the Himalayas, travelling along a tributary of the Amazon under the stars.

  But this was the first sense I had ever had of the nobility and grandeur of discovery. I don’t suppose Howard Carter, peering through the hole in the door of Tutankhamun’s tomb, felt a

  greater sense of wonder and achievement.




  ‘Christ!’ I said reverently.




  We were all scared, and yet we couldn’t stop talking about it. Every day after that, at lunch-time and in the evenings after school, we would try to return.




  In a society as rigidly policed as a school our explorations were quickly discovered. There followed the usual lecture about foolishness and danger, and we were caned. It was intended to be a

  deterrent, and it proved so for one of our trio. But the two of us who remained carried on exploring and clambering over the narrow ladders and walkways which stretched up the steep sides of the

  roof; and we were caned for that as well. Gradually my friend’s enthusiasm waned. He was more adult than I, though neither of us was yet fifteen, and he felt the humiliation more keenly. He

  began to mock my exploratory instincts as something childish, which I should grow out of. He was right; yet it didn’t stop me. In the winter’s darkness I no longer felt scared; I knew

  the busts by sight, and the noises, and could identify each of them. I would wander around between the busts, clambering over the heaps of abandoned papers, the boxes of unused William Morris

  tiles, the off-cuts, the unwanted detritus of a large community. For a time these adventures made me the most beaten boy in the school. I was ashamed of it, and never told my

  father. I even tried to keep it quiet from the other boys.




  By now I was exploring the area round the school, and making discoveries there too: an ancient chalice in the foundations of a bombed church (it turned out to be the base of a Victorian oil

  lamp) and a genuine Roman marble head from the second century AD, which I spotted lying on a burned out sofa on another bomb-site close by.




  I had become a thorough-going outsider. Not only did I not have a doctor, because I was a Christian Scientist, but I didn’t even say quite the same words to the Lord’s Prayer which

  everyone muttered compulsorily every morning. The Lord’s Prayer I could get away with by muttering even more quietly than everyone else, but the medical business was more difficult. Of

  course, I hated being different from everyone else. The mother business was bad enough, though I had long been adept at disguising that. Dealing with inquisitive, judgmental masters about illness

  was harder. They didn’t agree at all that physical problems are caused and can therefore be healed by the mind.




  I have long since severed my connections with Christian Science, but I still believe profoundly that the way you think about yourself, your body, and your life determines your health and the way

  you are. Instead I have gravitated to the Church of England, and nowadays sing all the same old hymns and say all the same old prayers and collects familiar to me from the past – a

  specifically English past, in which I can feel most at home.




  The school chaplain had nothing to do with this later metamorphosis, though. He was a muscular Christian, tall and rangy and enthusiastic and (even a fifteen-year-old could spot it) sadly

  innocent. Sitting in the classroom where he taught us once a week, it never occurred to me that the Church of England might one day be for me. He was in a permanent state of unhappiness about the

  direction the modern world was taking. The day after the court judgement in favour of Penguin Books and Lady Chatterley’s Lover in 1960 he was a worried man.




  ‘How can they say it’s not obscene? It reeks of obscenity. Listen.’ He read out a mildly embarrassing passage about someone entwining flowers in someone else’s pubic

  hair.




  We giggled, or looked down at the floor with reddening faces.




  ‘Would any of you want to do or say something like that?’




  ‘Not half,’ said the class wit in a loud whisper.




  We dissolved into laughter, and the chaplain started talking hastily about Lent.




  He tried his best at other times to persuade us that masturbation was wrong (too much and you went mad, apparently, which made us roll our eyes and let our tongues loll out). He also explained

  to us that if you had sex with a girl and she didn’t have a baby, this would do terrible things to her psyche. It was all part of a cycle; did we want to do terrible things to a girl’s

  psyche? Actually, of course, we did if only the opportunity had arisen. It certainly didn’t with me, and I suspect that if it had with anyone else in the fifth form at St Paul’s we

  would have heard all about it. On reflection, though, maybe not: I lost my virginity at sixteen, and the circumstances seemed so shaming at the time that I kept it a deep secret from everyone.




  Like a lot of teenage boys I had a deep well of energy which at times amounted to violence. At the age of fourteen I discovered both boxing and rugby, and went in for both with considerable

  enthusiasm. At the same time I disliked the organization of it all. I felt that sense of alienation, of being the outsider, and always heard the voice of Groucho Marx somewhere at the back of my

  head:




  

    

      No matter what it is or who commenced it,




      I’m against it.


    


  




  At this time sports were still at least as important in the school as academic work, because they were supposed to build character. I couldn’t stand the masters who were

  in charge of the school teams, and I only occasionally liked the enthusiasts who wanted to belong to them. I preferred the intellectuals in the school who regarded sport of all kinds as childish

  and ludicrous; and yet in the true Groucho Marxian spirit I didn’t approve entirely of them either, and chose to box and play rugby. By the age of seventeen, though I had never represented

  the school at any sport, the unthinkable happened and I was made the head of my house. Even though my house (we called them, for some reason, ‘clubs’) was the least sporty in the school

  we won the rugby championship in my first term as captain; largely because the vice-captain, who later became the foremost Western expert on Italian history, shared my publicly expressed contempt

  for the heavies who played for the other houses. The bookish, unworldly characters who inhabited the club were easily inspired by the subversive doctrine that brains were more

  important than brawn. It was an early lesson in how character counts, and we beat the rest hollow.




  As one high master gave way to another and the national change in sensibilities seeped into St Paul’s, boxing and caning and compulsory morning prayers and the cadet corps all came under

  threat; and few of us missed them when they finally went. They were the last knockings of Victorianism. And by now, as head of the debating society and editor of the school newspaper, I passed for

  an intellectual.




  « »




  At home things had changed too. Norwood was far in the past: my father and Brian Brooks and I lived in a charming Edwardian house in Putney. My holidays were taken up with

  following their genealogical enthusiasms, and we went from village church to county archive to cathedral vault searching for records of births, marriages and deaths and transcribing flaking

  inscriptions on gravestones.




  When I was fifteen my father, having discovered the full extent of the Simpsons’ Suffolk roots, insisted that we should look for a country house there. We spent a wintry week driving from

  one depressing place to another and talking to lonely farmers’ wives whose ideal in life was to leave their fourteenth-century thatched manor-houses and move to a semi near the shops. We had

  almost given up one evening and were setting out on the road to London when I spotted a brief mention at the end of an estate agent’s list of a rambling place on a clifftop overlooking the

  sea at Dunwich. The others agreed to have a look at it.




  From the moment I saw it I knew I would never be happy until I lived there. No one could call Greyfriars handsome. It was the left-hand end of an enormous 1884 mock-Elizabethan pile which had

  been split up into three separate sections at the end of the war. Our part had around eight bedrooms and five bathrooms; God knows how large the other two remaining sections must have been. It was

  always absurdly unsuitable for all of us: four hours’ drive from London, and nowhere near shops or anything else. Its eleven acres of land were slowly being swallowed up by the ravenous North

  Sea, and it cost a small fortune to keep warm and habitable. None of that mattered; Brian and my father shared my delight in the place, and they bought it for £3,000.




  The village of Dunwich immediately formed another element of that sense of past, faded glory which had haunted so much of my life. In the early Middle Ages it had been the

  greatest port in England, sending ships and men and hundreds of barrels of herrings to the Kings of England, and possessing a bishopric and forty churches and monasteries. But it was built on

  cliffs of sand, and the storms of each winter undermined it and silted up the port. In the twelfth century, and again in the thirteenth, large parts of the town collapsed into the sea. Today only

  the outermost street of the mediaeval town still exists. Our land ran down to the cliff edge, and we watched it shrink as the years went by.




  The stories about hearing bells under the sea were always just fantasy, but Dunwich was certainly a place of ghosts. A headless horseman was said to drive a phantom coach and four along one of

  the roads nearby. A little farther off a black sailor called Toby, hanged for the rape and murder of a young girl even though it was clear he was not guilty, still ran a ghostly race with the

  London to Yarmouth stagecoach in a pathetic attempt to prove his innocence. In the grounds of our house two Bronze Age long-barrows stood among the later trees, and when the moon shone hard and

  silver down onto the house, and the thin clouds spread across the sky, and a single owl shrieked from the bare branches of the dead holm-oak outside my bedroom window, it was more than I could do

  to get out of bed and look out at them. I would think of those cold bones and the savage gold ornaments around them, and shiver myself to sleep.




  Along the cliff-top, in the direction of the seaside town of South-wold, lay a ruined fifteenth-century monastery surrounded by a flintstone wall; and between that and the cliff’s edge

  grew a small and somehow frightening wood hunched over by the ferocious offshore wind. At one time it must have been the boundary of the burial ground of All Saints’ church, almost the last

  of the forty churches, which fell into the sea at the turn of the century. A few gravestones still stood crookedly under the shelter of the wood, and one, to John Brinkley Easy occupied a little

  patch of open ground on the cliff edge. It was the most easterly grave in Britain, and the name seemed rather suitable. My father’s Norwich terriers hated the misshapen little wood, and

  yelped and dug their paws into the sandy ground if we insisted. Then, if they saw we were implacable, they would try to get through it fast, panting and laying their ears back

  against their heads.




  One winter’s afternoon, after I had been to post a letter in the main street of Dunwich, I was walking back along the cliff-top when something made me look back. Behind me was a black

  figure dressed in a cloak and hood. I was on my own: not even a dog for company. I was too embarrassed to run, and perhaps I felt that it wouldn’t do any good if I did. The figure followed me

  for half a mile, in this most M. R. Jamesian of landscapes. Each time I turned round it was still the same distance behind me. I crossed the old dike which marked the outer edge of mediaeval

  Dunwich and reached the corner of the wood. From here on this was our land; and the notion of ownership emboldened me sufficiently to turn round again. The black figure had stopped, and seemed to

  be watching me. Then, when I turned round again, it had disappeared. I certainly don’t believe in ghosts, but all this happened precisely as I have described. Maybe it was a kind of extrusion

  of the atmosphere of Dunwich.




  « »




  The winter of 1962 was the worst since 1947, and that was the worst since the 1660s, people said. The snow fell in early December and dug in like an invading army, its huge

  drifts slowly turning the colour and general consistency of rusty scrap iron. In our vast, uneconomic house at Dunwich the wind came off the North Sea with the ferocity of a guillotine blade and

  the exposed pipes duly froze hard. The Aga stood in the corner of the kitchen like an icy coffin. My father and I were on our own: Brian Brooks was spending Christmas with his family. We wandered

  round the house in overcoats, with scarves tied round our heads like the old women at Saxmundham market. None of the lavatories worked.




  My father had one of his bright ideas.




  ‘You go into the tower,’ he said. ‘That can be your bog. Spread this out on the floor and – you know. Just mind the carpet.’




  He handed me the latest East Anglian Daily Times.




  ‘Oh, Dad,’ I whined.




  I could hear him chortling and whistling two floors below me as I followed his instructions. When I brought my distasteful little parcel down with me, I found him pulling out boxes and bags from

  Harrods, Fortnum & Mason and Peter Jones. He never threw anything like that away, always maintaining that they would come in handy some time. They came in handy now.




  ‘Stick yours in there,’ he said, holding a Fortnum’s box towards my Daily Times, his face averted. He put the lid on and tied it up in string. ‘Now let’s get

  going.’




  ‘But where to? Dad?’ I had been calling him ‘Dad’ now for a couple of years, ever since I stopped using ‘Daddy’. But for the most part I preferred not to call

  him anything: it was embarrassing.




  ‘Not Southwold, anyway; too bloody honest in Southwold. We’ll go to Ipswich.’




  We drove in my father’s jungle-green Triumph convertible past the white fields to Ipswich, where leather-hard snow lay heaped up in the streets and you had to walk the slick pavements with

  the care of an old age pensioner. My father parked in one of the main streets.




  ‘Don’t lock the door, Johnny boy,’ he called as we got out.




  ‘Don’t call me “Johnny boy” ’, I hissed. Then, ‘Why not?’




  ‘Just don’t.’




  I noticed he left the Fortnum’s box on my seat. We went off and had a cup of coffee. When we came back half an hour later the Fortnum’s box was gone.




  ‘Much more satisfying than flushing,’ my father said, and we laughed so much on the way back through the white fields that we almost crashed.




  It became our favourite afternoon activity until the supply of expensive bags and boxes finally ran out. Then my father announced it was time to go somewhere warm. As a kind of sortes

  Vergilianae he opened a new and as yet unsullied copy of the East Anglian Daily Times at random. Casablanca was showing at the Rex.




  ‘Marvellous film,’ he said. ‘Seen it loads of times. That’s where we’ll go.’




  He didn’t mean the Rex.




  Nowadays Casablanca is a big, featureless industrial city. In 1962 it hadn’t changed much from the days of Vichy and Claude Rains. Our DC-9 skidded across the runway where, in theory,

  Bogart had watched as Ingrid Bergman went off with Paul Henreid. After the weeks of snow and ice in England I had forgotten what gentle sunshine felt like. The smell of burning camel dung, which

  the Tuareg used as fuel, hung in the air. I pulled out my brand-new passport, the first I’d ever possessed, and a man in a tatty uniform examined it in a way I found

  flattering. Another man in an even tattier uniform made a chalk squiggle on our suitcases. Then we walked out of the airport building.




  Outside in the sudden sunshine there was an explosion of noise. Cars hooted, porters screamed at us, their faces close to ours, and hands grabbed at us, our clothes, our suitcases.




  ‘Bloody Arabs,’ my father shouted, lashing out. I suddenly realized he was scared. It had never occurred to me that he could be frightened by anything.




  ‘I just didn’t like it when they crowded round us like that,’ he said defensively as we settled into an ancient black Citroen taxi.




  I stared out of the window at the shabby buildings which were the same colour as the desert, at the alleyways in whose dark cave-mouths I caught glimpses of laden donkeys, cripples, street

  vendors. Little lamplit shops sold heaped up melons and pomegranates, or long chains of bright, meretricious gold. Heavily veiled women made their way through crowds of men in long white robes. I

  caught sight of someone in the window of a tea-house, smoking a hookah.




  ‘Didn’t I tell you?’ he said enthusiastically.




  His mood had changed completely. It was one of his main themes that England was boring and provincial, and that the real world was full of colour and excitement. We were in the real world now.

  As if to confirm it, a fan circled slowly overhead in my room at the Hotel du Midi, ruffling the mosquito net which was draped elaborately over the brass bedstead.




  On New Year’s Eve we went to the best restaurant in town. For some reason it was a Norwegian one.




  « »




  The band, three men in fezzes, ended their indefinably Arabic rendering of ‘As Time Goes By’. The dancers on the floor separated and clapped their hands a few

  times.




  ‘Have you seen that extraordinary woman over there? Dad?’




  The striking blonde in pink chiffon sitting on the far side of the restaurant had been swaying in time to the music. Now she ruffled the curly black hair of the man she was with. Even at this

  distance I could see he was about half her age. My father looked at her for the first time.




  ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ announced the manager, walking out onto the dance floor and speaking into the microphone like a crooner. His English had a heavy accent; Germanic, not Arab.

  ‘Welcome to New Year’s Eve at the Ski Chalet.’




  Everyone applauded. Especially the blonde in pink: she clapped her hands over her head.




  ‘Good God,’ my father said, ‘that’s Zsa Zsa Gabor.’




  They made eye contact.




  ‘Tonight,’ pursued the manager, ‘we offer you a special Norwegian delicacy: the snow goose, which only flies across the Arctic Circle once a year, at Christmas.’




  ‘How extraordinary,’ I chattered, ‘to come all the way to Morocco and eat a bird from Norway.’




  ‘Absolutely,’ my father answered. He wasn’t listening. He was still looking at Zsa Zsa Gabor, and Zsa Zsa Gabor was looking at him. She shook her head crossly when the young

  man with the curly black hair said something. Then she raised an eyebrow in the direction of the dance floor.




  ‘Mind if I have a quick dance, old chap?’




  ‘I didn’t know you danced, Dad.’




  There was a lot I didn’t know.




  There was some close work and a certain amount of laughter, high and frothy, or studied and baritone, from their part of the dance floor. After a few minutes they came back, panting a little.

  Zsa Zsa Gabor’s hand, when I shook it, was warm and strong, and she brought with her an invisible, delicately perfumed cloud. I don’t think it had ever crossed my mind before that a

  women of her age could be attractive.




  ‘I just had to come over and say hello,’ she said, sitting down in what seemed to me a little girl manner.




  When my father talked to her his voice sounded unnaturally deep and rounded; he only spoke like that, I noticed with the unsympathetic sharpness of the young, in the company of people he wanted

  to impress. I tried to see him through her eyes: tough, tanned, barrel-chested. Sitting down, you couldn’t see he was only five-foot-eight, six inches shorter than me; he was sensitive about

  his height.




  I looked across the restaurant. Zsa Zsa Gabor’s companion, young and dark and scowling, was still there. She caught my look.




  ‘Poor Julien,’ she said, in a voice as charming and unnatural as my father’s. ‘I’ll tell him to go home.’




  She drifted off, leaving a little of the perfumed cloud behind her. My father watched. I wanted to say how beautiful she was, but blurted out something altogether different instead.




  ‘The Oxford scholarship exams are in a week’s time. Maybe I ought to go back and do them.’




  The idea had been weighing on my mind for some time, but I hadn’t known how to break it to him. He’d set his heart on my going to Cambridge; he thought it wrong to leave East

  Anglia.




  ‘Not now, old chap.’




  His eyes were on Zsa Zsa Gabor. Her companion stood up morosely, and Zsa Zsa kissed him playfully on the ear, watching my father as she did it.




  ‘You wouldn’t mind if I went back?’




  ‘Do what you like, dear old boy. This isn’t quite the—’




  The perfumed cloud was back.




  The next morning, over croissants and coffee on the balcony of his room, my father looked tired. One eye was swollen.




  ‘Bit of a late night after you left,’ he explained.




  Not knowing how to broach the topic of Zsa Zsa Gabor, I reminded him clumsily that I wanted to leave. Would he mind?




  ‘Of course not. Why should I mind?’ He stared at his untouched cup.




  The next couple of days passed slowly. We wandered round the souk and came across a snake-charmer and a man with a dancing monkey. The monkey reached out its minuscule fez and collected money

  when the performance was over. Strange transvestite groups paraded and sang in falsetto voices, their faces heavily made up, red and purple skirts twirling in the dusty sunlight. A dancer, older

  than the rest, blew me a kiss. I went red, and everyone laughed.
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