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  PROLOGUE




  I FOUND a snapshot the other day: a grave, narrow-faced boy with big ears and a tie which seemed to have been used as a tow rope. This had once been me,

  a solitary child during the monochrome years after World War II, living in the heart of a northern city, soot-blackened to a Lowry silhouette. It must have been about this time that I discovered

  the curious satisfactions of espionage.




  I lived above my parents’ music shop in a flat which rambled up through three floors, echoing to the wheezing complaints of sick accordions being restored to health at the patient hands of

  my father. I avoided the upper floors, nervous of the spooky, unvisited spaces. A broken window had allowed one room to become carpeted with dead pigeons.




  In the sunless valley between our kitchen, where we had to keep the light on all day, and the looming wall of a neighbouring covered market, blank and impenetrable as a prison, there was a

  narrow balcony. This little thoroughfare, with flats down one side facing the wall of the market, was like a leftover Victorian community where families snuggled up with commerce.




  The market was my patch. I haunted the arcades and alleyways, sheltered by the soaring roof with its flamboyant cast-iron trelliswork and buttresses, a child dwarfed by a cathedral of trade

  built for a more confident age eighty years earlier. I knew the ripe smells of black pudding and vegetables and boiled sweets – still rationed in those years after the war. I filled the void

  with bags of unrationed Chlorodine cough drops, available from Mr Beevers at my favourite stall under a hoarding which declared his was ‘The Little Firm with the Big Push’. A market

  butcher with a face as raw as his sides of beef recruited me for his village cricket team. At home in this world of grown-ups, I timed my walks from my mother’s record shop to the bus stop by

  the ornate market clock under the central dome.




  WE LIVED AT 22 Market Balcony, and the strip of tarmac outside our door, which always seemed to be wet with recent rain, was my playground. I spent

  hours and days bouncing a tennis ball off the wall and belting it to imaginary boundaries in my quest to follow my cricketing hero, Len Hutton. My other obsession was the spyhole.




  One day I spotted a gap in the wall. A small fragment had fallen away and I put my eye to the peephole.




  It is hard now, more than fifty years later, to recover the sources of my excitement. The object of my snooping was, after all, no more than the shabby collection of stalls selling utility

  shirts and blouses, tough meat and dusty vegetables. But tracking the comings and goings of stallholders and shoppers, I felt special. It wasn’t that I witnessed black market deals or furtive

  lovers. Nothing even vaguely memorable ever happened. But I could see them, while they were totally unaware I was watching.




  It seems to me that those boyish snoopings had some of the ingredients which have made Britons peculiarly well suited to the dubious arts of spying: an evasive detachment, a quiet duplicity,

  perhaps an unstated sense of superiority. And always, those layers of irony and self-deprecation which are held to be the essential ingredients of every British stereotype – as essential to

  the spying trade as invisible ink or a hidden camera.




  However that may be, my peephole led on to a temporary passion for spy toys like the fabulous Seebackroscope, a cheap plastic monocle which gave me a blurred and pointless glimpse of the

  non-events going on behind my back. My constant companion, a book called 101 Things a Boy Can Make, offered plans for a ‘secret intercom radio’; but that required access to a

  used cigar box, and I had never seen such an exotic object. Soon I discovered new enthusiasms – stargazing and devising elaborate interplanetary cricket competitions. My boyhood spying

  obsession faded.




  In the spring of 1956, aged eighteen, like 2 million other young men of my generation, I received a buff envelope. The summons to serve Her Majesty with two years of military service signalled

  the end of boyhood. It was also the beginning of what I’ve come to call ‘my life as a spy’.




  But this story begins long before then – with a boy in wartime.
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  SNOOPING
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  IT HAD BEEN an odd sort of childhood. My birth in pre-war Glasgow marked the end of a previously carefree passage in my parents’ lives. As a

  child, exploring cluttered drawers in our suburban council house, I came upon evidence of those vanished years. Maybe it was something to do with the isolation of being an only child, this need to

  pursue a kind of espionage on my own parents, looking for fragments of intelligence which no one else could provide.




  The yellowed snaps I found in the drawer gave me glimpses of a man and a woman I could hardly recognize. The parents I knew were like other parents – solid, quiet, unremarkable. This

  couple were the people I had dimly heard about, bohemians from the 1920s and 30s when my father was on the road as a dance band saxophonist, a member of a raffish outfit called Sid Seymour and his

  Mad Hatters.




  Through the eyes of a wartime child, those photographs seemed impossibly glamorous. My father, lean and handsome in a dinner jacket, gazes at the camera with a confident smile, my mother beside

  him, pretty in a beret, looks happy and free of troubles. Another snap captures my father with the band on a stairway, like a 1920s rehearsal of the Beatles’ first album cover. In yet

  another, he is in a line-up with the rest of the Mad Hatters, legs raised like showgirls, hands on one another’s shoulders. The sun seems always to be shining.




  My arrival put a stop to all that. My father quit the road and opened a music shop in the middle of Glasgow with a banjo-playing colleague. My mother swapped a leisured existence in a carefree

  sequence of boarding-houses for the responsibilities of raising me. She always spoke of that lost life with a dreamy smile. It was only thirty years later that I discovered a clue about how hard

  she found her new life as a mother.




  Searching for a screwdriver in a drawer at my parents’ house, I found a letter dated December 1937. I would have been four months old when the doctor wrote to my parents. In his impeccable

  copperplate handwriting, he suggested that, since baby Leslie was perfectly well, it was surely time now for my mother to have me home from the nursing-home where I had been born. The doctor hoped

  my mother was now feeling able to cope. Reading that letter, I had a stab of memory. I recalled rushing home from toddlers’ school excited about showing my mother the medal I had won for

  assembling the alphabet while the other kids played in a sandpit. Outside our house, I saw my mother being stretchered into an ambulance watched by wide-eyed children from next door. There were

  bewildering murmurs about her ‘condition’, and an aunt was summoned from Yorkshire. It was weeks before my mother came home. No one told me what had been wrong with her.




  The sense of things not said and secrets withheld, of something going on that was not to be talked about, was always there as I was growing up. I suppose I thought the answers might be in some

  overstuffed drawer, or in an adult conversation I couldn’t quite hear. The contraceptives I once came upon looked like sad deflated balloons, but something told me even then it was best not

  to ask what they were for.




  My earliest memories are of watching and listening. It seemed to connect somehow with the spooky propaganda posters that were everywhere in those years when the wooden wireless spilled out only

  stories of war. I can see those posters now, a surreal montage of ears and mouths and the message: ‘Loose talk costs lives.’




  My father had left the Glasgow music shop to work as an armaments inspector during the war, coming home with exquisite technical drawings of bombs and shells. The drawings joined the other

  secrets stored in the house, along with the micrometers in their velvet-lined boxes.




  For me, World War II is a series of disconnected snapshots. Workmen arrive to cut down our iron railings and haul them away to fuel the war effort; playing on the street, I am a British soldier

  pursuing a boy from next door who says he’s a Russian; in the back garden, I make a magical discovery – a silver fragment, heavy and mysterious, shrapnel from an overnight bomb; in our

  air-raid shelter, my mother tries to make a game of pulling on my Mickey Mouse gas mask; I find a chromium revolver in a drawer, and my father hurries away in a fluster to throw it in a nearby

  canal; on our way to the air-raid shelter I look up to see searchlights stabbing a swastika on the wing of a plane roaring horribly close overhead; one evening, kids are dancing round a lamppost on

  our street chanting, ‘The war’s over, the war’s over.’




  For all the unanswered questions, I was happy. Foraging for whatever sparse materials he could track down, my father made thrilling models for me, planes and ships and cars. A Westland Lysander,

  the aircraft which had landed secret agents in French fields, touched down in my bedroom. Best of all, he came home with a Bingoscope, an intriguing black box with a silver handle that could

  perform miracles. Those evenings when we dragged out the Bingoscope and laced a little wheel of film into its guts never lost their excitement for me. Mickey Mouse and Charlie Chaplin and Popeye

  flickered into life on a bedsheet as my father turned the handle. My favourite was a four-minute slapstick fragment called The Boys Become Waiters, joyously full of shattered dinner plates

  and spilled food. I never tired of asking for repeats. I unreeled the spools and studied the tiny frames where Charlie and Mickey and Popeye were trapped. The alchemy which could transform these

  frozen bits of time into moving pictures fascinated me.




  Now the war was over, my parents wanted to return to home ground and start again. Both of them were from Yorkshire, and in Scotland I lived a strange double life. In the playground of my primary

  school in Glasgow, we seven-year-olds regularly organized tribal contests between ‘Kilts’ and ‘Trousers’. I turned out for both sides. It was a split identity which did not

  bother me or anyone else. Tearing around my little suburban universe with scruffy Glaswegian chums my accent was as feisty as the sporran I sometimes wore with my kilt. Indoors, I switched over to

  match my parents’ Yorkshire accents. Then suddenly, in the autumn of 1946, the choice was made for me. We were heading south.




  I can still recall that journey, wobbling down the Great North Road perched on a pile of bedding in the back seat of a dodgy 1934 Hillman my father had somehow managed to pick up despite the

  post-war austerities. A tyre exploded with a terrifying bang somewhere in the Borders, and we arrived at Grandmother Jagger’s terrace house near Leeds long after dark. I felt stranded in this

  strange place. I was handed a key on a string and directed to the Victorian lavatory in a yard round the back. A spider scuttled down the flaking whitewashed wall. I stumbled and cut my knee

  scampering back to the house.




  For weeks, it seemed, while my parents went off to set up our new life, I lived in my granny’s house. I spent hours lost in the pages of a huge book she kept, a bound collection of a late

  Victorian magazine full of lurid stories about murderers and train disasters, illustrated with pictures of heroes and freaks. I began to feel stuck in that older time which seemed to live on in the

  house. Granny got down on her knees every morning to spruce up her doorstep with a pumice stone in a daily campaign to outshine the neighbours. Then she dug out a tin of black lead to anoint the

  cooking range, making it gleam like the back of a beetle. Milk was delivered by a horse and cart, ladled from a churn by a chubby man in a bowler hat. Neighbours rushed out of their doors to shovel

  up the horse shit for their allotments. I got to know the smells of my granny’s parlour: old perfume and boiled vegetables. The raw dankness of the lavatory in the yard always made me

  shiver.




  Halifax, where my father had found an empty shop, was a forbidding place in that winter after the war. My first sight of my new home was bound up with an alarm that the steepling hill down into

  the town would burn out the brakes of the old Hillman. I grabbed the back of my mother’s seat, somehow imagining I could save us from a plunge into the murky pit below, spiked with black

  chimneys. Rattling at last into the town centre, I felt the weight of the big bald hillside we had just survived, looming over everything like the brow of a watching ogre. Every building in the old

  wool town seemed to have been dutifully blackened like Granny’s stove.




  Granny’s lurid magazine had told me that for hundreds of years Halifax maintained a notorious gibbet, where scores of petty thieves had been executed. Long before the French Revolution,

  the magazine salivated, the Halifax gibbet, known as ‘the Scottish Maiden’, had pioneered the ghoulish technology for chopping off heads. Now I saw a sign for ‘Gibbet

  Street’. Years later, I came across a medieval prayer: ‘From Hell, Hull and Halifax, Good Lord deliver us.’ On that gloomy day in 1946, I felt much the same way about my new home

  town.




  The shop had been abandoned for years, and my first sight of it was of a dispiriting room piled with broken furniture, entombed in dust. For some reason, scores of discarded spectacles littered

  the floor. I wondered how my parents could ever bring this place back to life.




  The flat over the shop which was to be my new home seemed cold and sinister. As though they shared my unease about the warren of rooms on the upper floors, my parents crammed our lives into the

  territory just above the shop. Huddling like refugees in an abandoned building, we occupied just three rooms. My bed was set up in my parents’ bedroom, where buses roared past the window day

  and night, and the mound of bedclothes which was my sleeping mother and father was my first sight every morning. This curious arrangement persisted for years, until the unspoken embarrassment of

  early teenage stirred me to move out. I ventured up one floor to establish my bedroom alongside the family bath. The sense of distorted domestic geography seeped into my life in this strange place,

  so that it seemed odd, somehow off centre, not like other families.




  In the first months of 1947, dirty snowdrifts stood like concrete barriers on the streets for weeks. I hated my new school, where I was the subject of a variety of unsubtle extortion rackets

  – ‘Give me your apple, or I’ll bash you!’ I resented having to swap my friends from Whitburn Street in Glasgow for those solitary games on Market Balcony. I did not want to

  be there.




  But the new music shop – ‘Fred Woodhead, The Music Man’ painted on the window – prospered as Britain began to crawl out of the post-war cave of rationing and shortages. I

  remember that Harry James and his band blaring through ‘Flight of the Bumble Bee’ was the big seller for weeks in those innocent pre-Elvis days.




  Soon Harry James was left behind. New sounds drifted up the stairs from the shop to the living-room where I was failing to practise the piano in a rare gesture of rebellion. Now it was Johnny

  Ray and Frankie Laine and their paler British shadows Dickie Valentine and Lita Rosa. My father sold sheet music and instruments from a shop counter he had made himself and covered in brown lino.

  He stored the huge stock of music in unmarked files, memorizing every item. Piano teachers who haunted the shop were regularly amazed that he could locate some obscure piece – ‘Bless

  This House’ in the key of three flats – in moments. I sensed that he took pride in the fact that only he could find his way through the maze he had created. And of course it made his

  constant presence in the shop inescapable.




  MY MOTHER ran the record shop, storing the big 78 rpm discs in orange boxes. Her domain was a tiny hutch lined with white tiles which must once have

  been a butcher’s stall. Crammed into a corner with a record player, she dealt with her fractious clientele. ‘They don’t know the title, they don’t know the artist, but they

  expect me to know what they want,’ she lamented. But as ‘pop music’ began to take off in the early 50s, the little shop was increasingly besieged by the newly liberated teenagers

  with a few shillings to spend. My mother needed help. She was joined behind the counter by Brenda, a buxom girl who became the unknowing focus of my pre-pubescent yearnings as I hung around the

  shop.




  Every lunchtime, my hard-pressed mother dashed upstairs and made something for me, since I refused to stay for meals at school. I was aware it was daily agony for her, pulled between the shop

  and me. I suppose turning up needlessly every lunchtime was my fumbled expression of resentment for being brought to this unwanted place. My reward was beans and chips every day for five years.




  In the autumn of 1948, plucked out via the chancy selection of the eleven plus examination, I was translated to a boys’ grammar school with a Latin motto over the gate. There was a rumour

  that the chilly outhouse which served as the school lavatory was of Tudor vintage. Whatever the truth of that, the academic syllabus maintained a diet unchanged since the time of Tom Brown’s

  school days: Latin, Greek, supervised by masters in gowns, and rugger – all sustained by the prospect of caning. The headmaster was a former army officer with a moustache modelled on Field

  Marshal Montgomery’s and a bark to match. I got my mother to devise weekly notes excusing me from the horrors of rugger.




  But I slogged dutifully over Ovid and Homer, and the dusty French tragedies of Racine and Corneille. Then I found a mentor. Eric Taylor was a quiet, unworldly man who informed his Shakespeare

  class, drowsing over Midsummer Night’s Dream, that he liked ‘a nice dry Bottom’ and seemed oblivious to the stifled giggles. But gradually Mr Taylor got my attention.

  Intrigued by the boldness of John Donne and thrilled by the verbal gymnastics of Gerard Manley Hopkins, those English lessons became something special for me. Meanwhile, the thrice daily trek

  between school and Market Balcony defined my days. It seemed that nothing could ever change.




  Though it certainly didn’t seem that way at the time, for me the possibility that things might be different began with a teacher bustling into my classroom. With the self-importance of a

  bearer of grave news, he announced, ‘I’m very sorry to tell you, boys, that King George has passed away.’ I knew it was important, and that I ought to feel sad. But this was half

  a century away from Elton John lamenting Princess Diana, and piled flowers at Buckingham Palace. The Royal Family were distant demigods on a balcony, deference was the national mode,

  tabloid-fuelled voyeurism was unthinkable. Radio abandoned all programmes for days, sombre music flooded the airwaves. Still, something I had always thought was for ever had shifted.




  Then, one afternoon in May 1953, a man brought a television set into our house. He fixed it up in the gloomy kitchen, and switched on for the first time. The nine-inch screen blossomed into

  life. It was Children’s Hour on BBC Television – a programme called Whirligig, featuring a crude puppet with a turnip’s head, and his chum, a chap in a waistcoat, Humphrey

  Lestocq, known as ‘HL’. Mr Turnip’s strings got tangled, HL fluffed his lines, the picture wobbled. I was entranced.




  For a fifteen-year-old boy living in industrial Yorkshire, the idea that I might enter that exotic world glowing on the television screen was unimaginable. That was for other people, people like

  the men with bow ties and posh voices who appeared on What’s My Line?, or the women announcers who sounded like the Queen. The TV news was just another posh voice, reading over a photo

  of Nelson’s column. But it was thrilling to have this miracle in our kitchen. When Panorama started, with Richard Dimbleby in his three-piece suit telling us about the war in Korea,

  they called it ‘A Window on the World’. That’s just how it felt on Market Balcony.




  Like millions of other Britons, my parents had admitted television into their lives just in time to watch the coronation of the new Queen. Friends and family came from miles away to watch the

  spectacle on our TV, munching sandwiches and vowing to get a set of their own. An aunt with pretensions, determined to have a bigger screen than the neighbours, bought one of the new magnifying

  gadgets you could strap on the front of the television. I thought it was like peering through a fish tank. Then she invested in a hilarious invention which promised to make your black and white

  picture burst into colour. It was just a bit of plastic she stuck on the screen, blue at the top, brown in the middle and green at the bottom. On the rare occasions when the television was showing

  a picture of a desert island, it might have lent a smudgy novelty value. For the rest of the time, my aunt got used to announcers with blue foreheads and green chins.




  It was still the early 50s, a world so removed from the pace and profusion we take for granted now that it is sometimes hard to make the connections. The single black and white channel was

  presented by announcers in dinner jackets and ballgowns, dreamy ‘Interludes’ dawdled through the long gaps between programmes: a kitten playing with a ball of wool, a man throwing wood

  on a bonfire. Closedown was around 10 p.m., when the nation was dispatched to unheated bedrooms with the strains of the national anthem. Marriage was for ever, divorce unimaginable, homosexuals

  were unmentionable criminals. Train drivers were heroes of steam, smog was as inevitable as snow in winter. My father arranged to have all his teeth pulled in his thirties ‘because it would

  mean less fuss later’. I sat in the car waiting for him, and saw my handsome dad return fifteen minutes later transformed into an old man clutching a bloody handkerchief.




  But somewhere under the permafrost of post-war Britain, change was taking root. It was the depths of the Cold War, but barely an echo reached me of the momentous events which were reshaping the

  world. I do not recall even being aware of Mao’s revolution in China, the Soviet Union’s atomic bomb or the defection of Burgess and Maclean. James Bond launched his super spy career in

  books un-noted by me. The borders of my world were Market Balcony and the routines of school.




  MY SOCIAL WHIRL was defined by a local church youth club. In a dusty hall, I met up with other callow teenagers to go through the motions of table

  tennis and badminton while ogling the girls. Occasionally the club held a dance, but I was stuck on the sidelines with the other non-dancers. For a while I tried to learn ballroom dancing on Sunday

  afternoons in the arms of a plump and sweating man with grey shoes. In an empty room over a shop, we clumped around to the strict-tempo records of Victor Silvester and his ballroom orchestra,

  chanting, ‘Slow-slow-quick-quick-slow.’ It didn’t seem to bring the prospect of one of those unreachable girls any closer, and I soon gave up.




  Despite their raffish former life on the road, my parents were both kindly and teetotal, undramatic and hardworking, disinclined to take holidays. My mother had played the piano in church as a

  girl, and she still enjoyed rolling out Ivor Novello favourites on the upright in our living-room, decorating ‘We’ll Gather Lilacs’ with a fine flourish. I cannot recall ever

  hearing my father play music for pleasure. He had abandoned a solid printing apprenticeship in the jazz age for the wild insecurities of life as a freelance musician – a gesture so daring I

  struggle to connect it with the man I knew. He once told me tipsy toffs sometimes stuffed five-pound notes into his saxophone as they danced by. Yet he never spoke with much affection of those

  bohemian years which had taken him to a string of Grand Hotels, to Paris – and once to Hitler’s Germany.




  The only evidence that my father had lived that life came on Sunday evenings, me in my sensible pyjamas stealing a few extra minutes before bed. It became a family ritual that my father would

  switch on the radio to hear the BBC Home Service announcer saying: ‘And now we take you into the Palm Court of Grand Hotel, where Tom Jenkins and his orchestra are already playing for the

  guests.’ My father had known Tom Jenkins, and shared violin lessons with him when they were teenagers in Leeds. The Grand Hotel selection of light classics and favourite musical

  comedies like The Vagabond King sometimes stirred him to hum along. I watched him miming a tricky passage on an imaginary violin a couple of times. But when it was over, I only remember him

  gently regretting the fact that most of his fellow musicians were unreliable boozers.




  The perils of alcohol were a repeated theme in my parents’ stories. Their disapproval of pubs and the people who went to pubs never went as far as Temperance lectures, but I was left in no

  doubt about their views on the demon drink. Market Street, where we lived, was bracketed by a pub at each end of the block, the Wheatsheaf and the Royal Oak. Perhaps it was because my mum’s

  father had died an alcoholic that she always had the feeling we were in risky territory, marooned amid the drinkers.




  My dad’s father had been a Methodist preacher. The religious gene appeared to have failed to reach my father as comprehensively as his musical skills had eluded me. But although he seemed

  entirely free of spiritual feelings, he had never lost the impulse to shoulder other people’s burdens. I once came in late on a wet night from some outing with schoolmates and mentioned that

  one of my friends was walking home. My father jumped out of bed, got dressed, and insisted on pursuing the friend in his car to give him a lift home.




  My mother, another long-lapsed Methodist, used to quote, not without grudging relish, her grandmother’s thunderous judgement at her girlhood mealtimes: ‘For shame wanting butter on

  your bread!’ I filed that with my father’s favourite curmudgeonly Yorkshire motto: ‘Them that doesn’t ask, doesn’t want. Them that asks are greedy.’ Not that my

  father was a traditional stingy Yorkshireman. He was always appearing with huge bags of boiled sweets, and the only advice I ever remember him giving me was: ‘Never buy cheap

  paint!’




  For years my parents maintained a repeating dialogue, light-hearted it seemed, but sometimes, I felt, with painful undertones. My mother would sigh about the frustrations of shop life and the

  ugliness of Halifax. ‘There’s no beauty here!’ she’d say with a dismissive sweep of the hand which embraced the horsemeat shop across the street and the scruffy pub on the

  corner. ‘What do you mean – this is beautiful,’ my father would counter with an unassailable cheeriness.




  Just once, I heard it get more serious. On a sweltering summer afternoon when the tar on the street squelched under the tyres of passing buses, I was refining my spin bowling on Market Balcony,

  targeting three sticks propped against the wall. Suddenly I heard raised voices through an open window. I bowled again, the unwilling spy. ‘It’s never enough,’ my father said,

  ‘whatever I do.’ The voices subsided, and I went on bowling.




  I worked hard at school, finishing near the top of my class. Only The Goon Show on my bulky new transistor radio, smuggled under the bedsheets, hinted at a less orderly life – that,

  and the modern jazz from America gleaned from the record shop. Gerry Mulligan, Chet Baker and the creamy sounds of the West Coast became an instant passion. The promise of palm trees and tailfins

  and a cool life in the sun on the other side of the planet felt like the ultimate antidote to Market Balcony.




  IT WAS A TOTAL surprise when my English teacher suggested I might apply for Cambridge. My unfocused university ambitions had been directed towards Leeds

  or Sheffield, and Cambridge seemed as remote as California. More out of duty than expectation, I sent off letters of application to a couple of colleges. To my mounting unease, I was invited to go

  down for a weekend, have interviews and stay in college. Those few days in Cambridge were my introduction to a version of life I had only read about, in stories about public schoolboys with their

  mysterious dormitories and secret societies and strange slang. Dining by candlelight in the Elizabethan gloom of the college hall, I met my fellow candidates. The fearsomely self-confident boy next

  to me began talking about the poetry he was writing, ‘in the style of T.S. Eliot’, he confided. Other well-modulated voices down the table chipped in, and it was clear that I was the

  only grammar school boy. I felt a long way from home.




  I had one interview with a bearded professor who asked me to talk about the implications of the typewriter. I mumbled something banal; the prof suggested typewriters meant that only secretaries

  knew how to spell. Then I had a talk with another professor, young and humorous, who seemed thrilled to hear that my father had once played with Sid Seymour and his Mad Hatters. I was unsure what

  any of this had to do with reading English at Cambridge, but I had a glimpse of a life full of unguessed possibilities. Nothing in Glasgow or Halifax had prepared me for the magic of Cambridge in

  autumn. Sitting by the river, I witnessed a greeting between a couple of blokes in passing punts. ‘Hi there, Clovis!’ yelled one young blade. ‘Hi there, Endymion,’ his

  floppy-haired chum replied. I wondered what three years alongside the Endymions and Clovises would do to me. It seemed unlikely, and I headed home without expectations.




  I still have the letter which announced my escape from Market Balcony. It is tattered now, and the typing has faded, but the message retains something of its original thrill for me. Headed

  ‘SELWYN COLLEGE CAMBRIDGE’ and dated 19 December 1955, it says: ‘I am glad to be able to offer you

  admission to Selwyn in 1958 to read English.’ It was of course a wonderful Christmas present. But I was all too aware of that yawning space before 1958, and how it would be filled – by

  the inescapable ordeal of military service.
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  ‘I’LL TEAR YOUR arm off and hit you with the soggy end!’ The furious red face an inch from mine left me in no doubt that its owner

  could easily do that – and much more.




  The drill instructor’s rage was directed at my continued tendency to march like a broken doll, arms swinging mechanically without reference to legs, rhythm dislocated from the rest of the

  squad. The heavy rifle chafed my shoulder with every step. The burnished drill corporal was exploding yet again. This would go on, I knew, for ever.




  Basic training lasted just two and a half months, but it overturned everything I knew or had imagined. I know mine must have been a pretty routine experience, shared by millions of other young

  men at the time. But for me, it was a crash course in reality. I felt as though I had been parachuted into a strange, hostile country without maps or guidebooks.




  It began at RAF Cardington in the flatlands of Bedfordshire. In a dream, I joined the queues of young men loading up with the piles of clothing and equipment which would initiate the process of

  transforming us into ‘airmen’. Boots, belts, uniforms, caps and kitbags were doled out, ferocious haircuts were administered.




  Far more disorienting for me were my fellow conscripts. I had never encountered people like these, infinitely more strange and a lot more alarming than those gilded youths I had come upon in

  Cambridge. Trevor from Liverpool, decorated with fearsome tattoos, glowered at everyone who came into his orbit. I tried to merge into my blanket. Bob told me he was a bus conductor from

  Birmingham, and then roamed the billet scavenging for cigarettes. A manic youth called Jim jumped on to his bed and yelled, ‘Let’s have bloody Luxembourg!’ He punched a radio on a

  shelf, and suddenly the room was bombarded with the uproar of ‘Radio 208’. Bill Haley’s thumping din was interrupted by a commercial blasting out the good news that some genius in

  Bristol could tell us how to win a million pounds on the Pools. The BBC Home Service I’d grown up with, and the cultured voices of Uncle Mac and Alvar Lidell, were already a distant memory. A

  red-headed youth across the aisle went though the motions of having vigorous sex with his mattress, and moaned loudly about what he should have been doing to his girl back in Luton at that very

  moment. A couple of lads were having a farting contest.




  On those first evenings in the billet, I found myself amid young men who had been raised outside the evasive codes and understated manners which had shaped my life up to then – the ways, I

  suppose, of the English lower-middle-class. ‘You can’t beat a good hand wank!’ a lad with a big face and a broad West Country accent advised the billet. These were people, I

  discovered, who could insert ‘fuck’ between syllables. ‘Abso-fucking-lutely!’ I was stunned. I wanted to go home.




  I found myself hypnotized by a ritual being pursued on the bed next to mine. A pale youth was caressing a new boot. He heated a spoon with his cigarette lighter, and then ironed the pimpled

  toecap. He spat on his handiwork and smoothed in layers of polish with obsessive circular motions. As I watched, the toecap began to gleam. I had barely polished my shoes at home. How would I ever

  replicate this alchemy?




  We were lined up outside a hut, and ordered to drop our trousers. A brisk medical sergeant announced that we would now undergo ‘an FFI inspection – for you sprogs, that’s

  Freedom From Infection!’ This involved offering our assorted tackle to the unenthusiastic appraisal of the sergeant, and a medical orderly who looked about fourteen. Finally, we were

  instructed to parcel up the civilian clothes we had arrived in just days before, and address them to home. I felt I was saying goodbye to everything I knew.




  At the end of the week, the soft stuff was over and they came to get us. It was raining as the pack descended – screaming, immaculate men with brasses shining, razor creases in their

  trousers, hounding the recruits like bewildered cattle. In my confusion, I found myself fumbling to fold a bedsheet on the soaked parade ground. ‘What the fuck’s the matter with

  you?’ a circling raptor yelled at me. ‘You’re looking for trouble!’




  The long train journey to the basic training camp at RAF West Kirby on the Wirral was very quiet. Even my undentable fellow recruits seemed stunned by the ferocious assault of the early morning

  round-up. It was only an introduction. We were yelled out of lorries, bawled up and down sheds, and at last bullied into billets. A scary little corporal shouted at us for a while as we quaked

  beside our iron bedframes and plywood lockers. ‘Right, outside in one minute for drill!’ he shrieked, and turned on his very shiny heel.




  Those weeks in July and August of 1956 stick to my imagination with the ghastly intensity of a nightmare which won’t let you go. The sun blitzed us as we stamped across parade grounds, the

  crazed tyrannies of ‘bull’ ruled our lives from reveille to lights out. In a daze, I learned how to construct rigid cubes out of my socks and bed sheets, reinforced with cardboard so as

  to survive the potty regimes of daily kit inspection. Tiny demented tasks became all-important, and I polished the insides of the lace-holes in my boots with a watchmaker’s dedication. I

  rubbed away at the brass of my cap badge until the RAF eagle lost its feathers. The acrid smell of Brasso still puts me back in that billet, polishing desperately with my comrades in arms. Fearful

  of offending the short-hair gauleiters, for six weeks I avoided washing my hair and risking the suspicion of fluffiness. Eventually a camp doctor insisted on a vigorous shampoo.
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