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Sunday 15 July 1951


Sun rises, 4.59 a.m.; sets, 9.11 p.m.


Lighting-up time: 9.41 p.m.


Maximum temperature, 70°F; minimum, 53°F.


Rainfall: nil.


Sunshine: 6.3 hours.


Light southerly winds, occasional cloud thinning
 

by late morning.
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THE ROW HAS gone on all night.


I must have slept through most of it, though I am faintly 

aware of what has happened when my mother climbs into my 

little bed with its springs and its flock mattress. The bed is 

precarious and inclined to tip, yet everything is remarkably 

satisfactory once we have established a mutually comfortable 

position, her arm around me, her quiet breathing in my ear. 

Protection, certainty, peace.


‘Is everything all right?’


‘Yes, darling, of course it is. Don’t wake Daddy.’


‘And will we all go to the Festival tomorrow?’


‘Everything will be fine.’


That doesn’t quite seem to be an answer, but I am too 

sleepy to divine it.


‘Just go back to sleep. I’ll sing you a little song.’


She whispers it in my ear:





Oh, my babby, 


My curly-headed babby, 


Your daddy’s in the cotton-fields, 


Workin’ hard at noon.





It’s toora-loola, toora-loola, babby, 


In your mammy’s arms be creepin’, 


An’ soon you’ll be a-sleepin’, 


Toora-loora-loora-loora-loora bye.





I drift back to sleep. Everything will be fine.


When I wake, the sun is streaming through the skylight above the bed and the row has started up again: about things 

that have happened, things that have been said to other people, 

about promises made and broken. Every row is the same, and 

goes over the same ground. And again and again the words are 

the same too.


‘You’re just impossible. Impossible.’


‘And you’re just stupid. I don’t know what you’re doing here 

with Johnny and me.’


‘Neither do I. I must be crazy to stay with you. Not with 

Johnny.’


‘You’re certainly crazy. Why don’t you just leave, like you 

always do?’


‘Yes, I’m going to. Directly I can. And don’t think I’ll come 

back again.’


‘So you always say, but you always bloody come creeping 

back here. And then you start your screaming set-outs.’


‘If it wasn’t for Johnny—’


They both hush their voices then, as though to mention me 

is to usher me into their troubles, while the rest of their 

shouting has had nothing to do with me whatsoever.


If I spent more time around other kids, I would recognize 

the pattern with much greater clarity. As it is, these are the only 

words of anger I regularly hear; and no one is ever angry with 

me. I am clearly the cause of all this fighting, because my name 

is always raised at some point, yet they always seem anxious to 

tell me I am not to blame. I am the onlooker, outside it all and 

yet horribly, disturbingly involved.


‘I’m not going to that stupid Festival with you.’


‘Well, that’s good at any rate. Johnny and I can have a 

decent time on our own there in that case.’


‘And I’m certainly not coming to that dreadful, absurd 

church of yours, with all those women in their stupid hats.’


‘They look a damned sight better than you do, with or 

without a hat. And it’s not absurd, it’s a demonstrable science.’


She snorts with disgust. ‘Hocus-pocus, American rubbish. 

Those people will believe anything.’


They row about the evidences or the phoniness of Christian 

Science for a few more minutes.


I know I’ve got to reconcile them so that we can all be 

together. The trouble is, I don’t know how to do it. There 

must be some formula, some spell, some words I can speak; 

but it won’t come. I lie silently in my camp bed, looking across 

at them as they stand opposite each other across their double 

bed, fully dressed now, with their shoes on. If I can only think 

of the right words, everything will be all right.


Later, as my father is in the kitchen, making his coffee in 

the kitchen next door, I get out of bed, walk over to my mother, 

and try out the words I have practised in my head.


‘The Festival’s going to be so good. Please come with us. 

You don’t have to come to church first – you can meet us after. 

And it’s Daddy’s birthday today. Please.’


‘No, darling, I don’t think I will. Daddy and I aren’t getting 

along too well at the moment, and it’s probably better if I 

don’t.’


‘But then you’ll miss it. The Skylon, you know, and the 

Shot Tower. And the Dome of Discovery. We could all go.’


‘You go and tell me all about it. Then maybe I can go with 

you later and you can show me.’


‘No, please come now. It is Daddy’s birthday.’


She smiles at me and brushes the hair off my forehead, and 

I know that I haven’t found the formula at all. And as a result 

of my failure, everything will be spoiled. Perhaps I shouldn’t 

have said that about the Skylon: perhaps I’m the only one who 

cares about it. I’m so stupid to have mentioned that. If only I 

could think of something else to say.


She is sitting in the kitchen, elbows on the table, as we 

leave, Geraldo and his Orchestra on the radio.


‘ ’Bye. Have a good time, darling. Give me a kiss.’


‘Please.’


‘No, darling, it’s better if I stay. ’Bye, Roy.’


‘ ’Bye.’


He doesn’t look at her. I do, but it’s no good. The right 

words haven’t come.


Sunday School is at Second Church of Christ, Scientist, in 

Notting Hill Gate: a grand, sombre building in red brick which 

some well-known architect based on a Byzantine model in the 

first years of the twentieth century. There is a dark, rather 

charming garden with a sundial that talks about recording only 

the sunny hours; only Sunday mornings at this time never seem 

sunny.


Inside, in the echoing, low-ceilinged basement where my 

rubber-soled sandals squeak on the shiny stone floor, we sit 

around our teacher in little chairs, listening to readings and 

explanations and sometimes pushing them back to stand up 

and sing a hymn:





Shepherd, show me how to go, 


O’er the hillside steep; 


How to gather, how to sow, 


How to feed Thy sheep.





I stopped being a Christian Scientist decades ago, but I 

certainly bear it no ill-will of any kind. It was just something 

that happened to me for a time, a gentle, undictatorial religion 

with a strong emphasis on the metaphysical; no wonder Albert 

Einstein took a passing interest in it, and commended the 

writings of its founder, Mary Baker Eddy.


I gave it up because I was characteristically unwilling to 

accept the word of a single prophet as final on just about 

anything; and after many years of having no religion at all I 

went back to the Church of England, which had first encompassed 

me when I was young. In the Church of England there 

is very little you are required to believe, which suits me 

admirably; even the bishops don’t always seem absolutely certain whether God exists. I like the medieval buildings and the tombs 

and hearing the congregation belting out the hymns. It gives 

me a sense of continuity, which is about as close to godliness as 

I am likely to get now.


But when I was six, and later, I was very faithful to Mary 

Baker Eddy; and I soon knew off by heart the Scientific 

Statement of Being, which is the Christian Scientist’s creed:





There is no life, truth, intelligence nor substance in matter. 

All is infinite Mind, and its infinite manifestation, for God 

is All-in-all. Spirit is immortal Truth; matter is mortal 

error. Spirit is the real and eternal; matter is the unreal and 

temporal. Spirit is God, and man is His image and likeness. 

Therefore man is not material, he is spiritual.





You can see why this might have held a passing interest for 

Einstein. You can see, too, why a six-year-old, hearing words 

like ‘manifestation’, ‘temporal’ and ‘material’, might quickly 

grow in comprehension and vocabulary, even if he had missed 

an entire year of schooling. Christian Science just wasn’t really 

for me, that’s all. It wasn’t for my father for very long, either; 

and it certainly wasn’t for my mother. Brought up as a Catholic, 

abused as a child by some disgusting old priest, she had nothing 

but loathing for all religion.


Now, the Statement of Being having been intoned, the 

chairs squeak back for the last time and we can run around 

the garden until it is time to go. I have managed to tell everyone 

in my class, and several outside it, that we are going to the 

Festival of Britain today; but being mostly well-to-do kids, with 

expensive houses in Chelsea and Kensington, they have all 

been to the Festival already, and are rather superior about 

my excitement. I keep quiet after that, and go in search of my 

father, who is surrounded by a group of ladies with hats, all 

laughing; with one or two husbands on the periphery of the 

group, who don’t seem to be laughing so much. It is some time 

before the ladies free him and leave us to find our bus.


‘Thank God it’s not raining. You know what day it is, don’t 

you?’


‘Your birthday.’


I’ve made him a card. He doesn’t like people to make a fuss 

of his birthday, because it reminds him that he is now thirty-seven. 

But he also doesn’t like it if they forget it.


‘It’s St Swithin’s Day. If it rains today, it’ll rain for forty 

days non-stop.’


‘No – will it really?’


‘That’s what they say.’


I am disappointed now that it isn’t raining: we could have 

tested out the theory. But at the same time I don’t really want 

it to rain on his birthday, and I don’t want it to rain on our trip 

to the Festival of Britain.


My father wants to give me London as an experience. I am 

wearing my best shoes for walking – sandals with a familiar 

buckle – and light clothes because the day is already warm. At 

the Houses of Parliament we climb unsteadily down the stairs 

from the upper deck, like sailors on a three-master out in the 

open ocean. This is a well-planned event: my father has worked 

out our entire journey.


His latest job, working for a market research firm, going 

round and asking people’s opinions about different brands of 

washing-powder, or magazine, or political party, allows him to 

take time off whenever he wants, so long as he makes it up 

somehow. Sundays are less special to him, therefore. But this is 

our day, his and mine, and if only there were three of us I 

would be remarkably happy. I take his hand, and we walk down 

towards the Houses of Parliament.


He is an excellent storyteller; that is the secret of his social 

success. He knows how to make you laugh, but also how to 

catch your emotions. And he knows a lot about London.


‘Can you imagine,’ he is saying as we walk past the Houses 

of Parliament, where the work to repair the ravages of the 

bombing has stopped because it’s Sunday, ‘all the things that happened here? Over there somewhere is where Guy Fawkes 

stored his barrels of gunpowder when he was going to blow up 

the King and the whole Parliament. That’s why we have Guy 

Fawkes night, to celebrate when he got caught.


‘That’s the statue of Richard the Lionheart. When Parliament 

got bombed in the war, it bent his sword, and it took 

them ages to straighten it again.’


I would quite have liked it if it had stayed curved, like a 

Saracen’s sword, but it looked pretty straight to me now.


‘And somewhere round here is where Sir Walter Ralegh had 

his head chopped off – you know which one he was, don’t you? 

He put his cloak down in a puddle in front of Good Queen 

Bess to stop her getting her feet wet.’


‘So why did he have his head chopped off?’


‘Oh, it’s a long story. The Queen was dead by then.’


My father is not an historian in any real sense, and no 

scholar either, but he has a powerful sense of the past as a force 

that operates on the present. Knowing where great events 

happened is important to him; it underpins the present. He 

has made me realize that these great events aren’t just things 

in the pages of books; they have a life of their own, and if you 

can only summon up enough imagination you can sense their 

continued existence here in the present, in the place where they 

happened. My father is an archaeologist of the emotions. He 

can detect the presence of the past in the humdrum circumstances 

of the here and now. This is one of his biggest gifts to 

me.


And what has my mother done for me? Lesser things by 

comparison, I suppose. Yet she has demonstrated an emotional 

gentleness, a preparedness to sacrifice herself for my happiness, 

to fade out when not required. Perhaps that is a negative virtue, 

but it is a powerful and difficult one all the same. And she is 

quietly very loving. For the rest of my life I will remember that 

last night, lying with her in the little camp bed, and turning 

round when she has finished singing me the lullaby, and seeing her dark eyes watching me. Almost as though she thinks she is 

seeing me for the last time.


‘In the olden days they used to have a fountain just over 

there, in front of Big Ben, and it used to pump out red wine 

when there was a coronation.’


And then, because these things are as real to him as his own 

life, he switches centuries instantly.


‘And over there is where Daphne and I stood when the 

King and Queen came past in their golden coach after they 

were crowned in 1937.’


Daphne is his younger sister.


‘But I thought you liked the Duke of Windsor more than 

the King.’


‘Well, I did, but it’s important to go and see these things 

for yourself. We were standing right there, where the pavement 

sticks out.’


‘And is he a good King?’


‘Oh well, I suppose so. It doesn’t really matter very much 

nowadays, you know. He was good during the war. But all that 

stuff is a bit old-fashioned.’


In the 1930s my father was an anarchist and a fierce 

republican, and a little of it always lingers.


We aren’t here to see the sights, though; we have a different 

objective altogether. We get another bus, and it takes us past 

the little street where Clement Attlee, the Prime Minister, still 

lives, though not for long, and the place where Charles I was 

executed.


‘ “King Charles the First walked and talked, two days after 

his head was cut off.” ’


‘No, did he really, Daddy?’


‘No, of course not. You have to look at the words carefully 

– that’s how people can trick you. It means he walked and 

talked, then they cut his head off two days later.’


‘Oh.’


Being of a mistier, less concrete cast of mind than my 

father, I prefer the first version.


‘And a man came to the Parliament and said that if they 

gave him some money he’d take the statue and melt it down. 

And he did take it down, but he secretly told all the people 

who liked the King that he would sell them medals made from 

the statue, and they all bought them for quite a lot of money. 

And then when King Charles’s son came back to the throne 

the man went and told him he’d kept Charles I’s statue carefully 

the whole time, and hadn’t melted it down at all. And he could 

put it back there if the King paid him. So he made money off 

everyone.’


‘But weren’t all the people who bought the medals very 

cross?’


‘I suppose they were. But they were so glad to have the King 

back, they didn’t really mind.’


‘But the man wasn’t really very good to say all those things, 

was he?’


‘No, I suppose not.’


There are times when I think my father feels I’ve missed 

the point. As someone who has always had to get by in life 

with the least advantages, he rather sympathizes with the three-way 

confidence trickster from the seventeenth century.


We pass Nelson’s column, and the Eleanor Cross, and head 

down the Strand; and each has its story, so that I feel I have to 

grip hold of it all, just as I have to grip hold of the swaying, 

bucking bus I am riding on, sitting in the front seat on the top 

deck.


And what lies below us in the streets of London? A black 

and grey city, with most of its finer architectural details hidden 

under the grime of centuries of coal-smoke. Shops still gloomy 

and monochrome and Victorian-looking, though Lyons Corner 

House, with its friendly cream paint and curly gold lettering, 

and – just a little farther on – the ABC with orange lettering, are brighter and more inviting. Cars mostly old-fashioned, even 

by 1951 standards, and very few of them. A few taxis, but they 

are still rare, and our bus moves fast down the empty Strand. 

Not many people around this Sunday morning, though on every 

other day this is still probably the busiest thoroughfare in 

London.


Every man in a hat and suit and tie, every woman in a dress. 

Newspaper posters telling us that a cricketing disaster has 

overtaken England. Plenty of bomb damage up and down its 

length, with big painted Xs for shelters still clearly visible on 

the walls. Patches of Saxifraga urbium, urban saxifrage, which 

my father sentimentally calls ‘London Pride’, forcing their way 

upwards from the empty walls and open cellars of destroyed 

buildings, bricks crumbling in the damp. Old torn posters in 

the breeze, catching the sunlight, looking like fingers waving at 

us as we pass. A general air of fatigue, of grime, of making do, 

of just getting by with an effort. Not much pleasure, not much 

joy, not an awful lot of money. A city going through the 

motions, in desperate need of something good to happen.


‘Let’s walk over Waterloo Bridge.’


We walk across the brand new bridge, with the copper-green 

river moving lazily beneath us, and the ships in dozens 

unloading or loading at the docks. St Paul’s the tallest building 

on the northern skyline, and on the other side of the river the 

reason we have come here: the South Bank, and the Festival of 

Britain.


I recognize it from the pictures, and my heart leaps inside 

me with excitement. Every day since it was opened on 3 May 

I have longed to visit it, always afraid that it might suddenly 

shut before its scheduled end on 30 September. Most of my 

friends at the Crispin School have already been here too: one, 

the cleverest and possibly richest kid – her father runs a wine 

shop – has been here three times. Now my sense of being an 

unfashionable out-of-towner begins to fall away in admiration 

of the scope of it all.


I know all the main features, of course. First of all there is 

the strange Skylon, an immense, slender, cigar-shaped object, 

silver-coloured and held erect by a network of ropes as delicate 

as a spider’s web, which has no apparent function except to 

show how clever we all are, and to give some sort of feeling of 

progress, of upwardness, of non-functional, artificial beauty.


Then the extraordinary dome, a vast mushroom on girders, 

and the strangely shaped pavilions around it which contain the 

different exhibitions, and the Festival Hall and the film theatre 

tucked away under Hungerford Bridge; and at the far end 

something else which exerts a particular attraction for me, the 

Shot Tower. This isn’t modern in any way: it is made of brick 

and is more than a century old, and I have read without 

understanding that once upon a time they dropped molten lead 

down the tower into a tank of water, and the action of gravity 

made the drops perfectly spherical, for use as shot in guns. 

Now, someone at school tells me, the Shot Tower is used to 

display a range of modern telescopes.


It is all laid out before us, and we have simply to go in and 

look at it all.


‘I wish Mummy was with us,’ I murmur, as we stand on the 

bridge looking at it gleaming in the sunshine, with the river 

running beneath us; I could show you the exact spot today.


My father says nothing.


‘I don’t like the screaming set-outs.’


Reluctantly, he says, ‘Well, some people can’t seem to help 

having them.’


‘But when she says sorry, can’t you stop then?’


‘Anyone can say sorry, but you’ve got to mean it.’


‘Doesn’t Mummy mean it?’


‘I don’t know. She wouldn’t carry on if she did.’


‘I wish she was with us.’


‘Johnny, for God’s sake stop going on about it. She’s not, 

and she’s not going to be, so you might as well shut up.’


Now it is my turn to keep quiet.


‘Look, I’m sorry, old chap, I didn’t mean to fly off the 

handle like that.’


We stand quietly side by side for a while, and he puts his 

arm round my shoulder. I think about telling him that anyone 

can say sorry, but decide against it. Not because I’m scared of 

his temper, though sometimes I am, but because I would like 

to have an enjoyable time here and further unpleasantness 

would wreck everything. And it is his birthday, after all.


‘We get in via the entrance in Belvedere Road, apparently.’


‘Yes,’ I say, knowing that he’s right. He’s always right.




 





Friday 8 October 1943


Double British Summer Time.


Sun rises, 7.10 a.m.; sets, 6.25 p.m.


Lighting-up time: 6.55 p.m.


Black-out: 6.55 p.m.–6.42 a.m.


Maximum temperature: 53°F; minimum: 45°F.


Rainfall: showery at times.


Sunshine: 3.4 hours.


Light to moderate north to north-easterly winds. 


Fog patches clearing by morning. Bright 


sunshine at first, but cloudy later.
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BY THE TIME I was six, we had moved seven times. Whether 

my parents happened to be together or separated – something 

which depended on an explosive mix of temperament and 

financial circumstance – they always lived in furnished flats. 

The furniture got better or worse according to our circumstances. 

Each time we moved, I went backwards and forwards 

between my parents as though I was a sofa or an armchair. I 

don’t mean they didn’t care about me, or didn’t love me; but 

I was part of the things they had to move around, and 

sometimes I fitted better in one place than another. But when I 

was three, in the year 1947, something important happened in 

my life: my father and mother bought me a bed.


It stayed with me for years, often the only piece of furniture 

we would take with us in yet another move: small, uncomfortable, 

with a utilitarian curved length of grey steel at its head, 

and another at its feet. It had a lumpy flock mattress, on which 

I peed more than once in my earliest years; the stains, scrubbed 

and deodorized but still as plain as the map of some unknown 

and menacing land mass, never allowed me to forget my first 

serious humiliations in life.


Under the mattress were large springs which made a long 

drawn-out metallic noise when I moved. Depending on what I 

happened to be reading at the time, this could sound like the 

sails of a ship, or the shunting of a railway engine. It could even 

be the low, menacing call of a beast in the jungle. It could also 

have been a car, of course, but it would be some years before I 

travelled in a car for the first time: cars were out of our family’s range. So of course were sailing ships and jungle beasts, but my 

imagination was a romantic one, and frigates and tigers came 

more naturally to me than Armstrong-Siddeleys or Humber 

Super Snipes.


It was my father’s habit to tell me a story each night. 

Sometimes he would start out on a long, rambling, repetitious 

tale about two teddy bears, one sharp and bright and somehow 

reminiscent of my father, and the other slow in the uptake and 

inclined to do stupid things, into whom I read myself. The two 

were rivals for the affections of an attractive lady bear, only she 

always preferred the clever one who was like my father. When 

he had finished this story, and if he hadn’t sent himself off to 

sleep, I would always say the same thing.


‘Now tell me about when I was a little boy.’


Since I was around four at the time, the scope for stories 

about my past was fairly limited; but he would launch into a 

long and highly romantic account of bombs and air-raid sirens 

and the way he met my mother. Sometimes these stories varied 

utterly, bearing no relation to one another. For although he 

brought me up to have a great regard for the truth, and was 

always very angry if he found me out in a lie, he was rather less 

punctilious himself.


Not that he was a habitual liar, or anything like it; but he 

loved to tell stories, and couldn’t always be bothered to stick to 

the dull verity of what had happened when a slight tweak or 

two would make it more entertaining. He was often the butt of 

his own tales, presenting himself as the fool on whose mistakes 

everything turned, even when in reality he might only have 

been a bystander. Yet somehow even as the butt he ran the 

show. It was as though the ringmaster in the circus was knocked 

over by the clowns and rolled in the sawdust: you still knew 

who owned the top hat and carried the whip.


His love of telling funny stories made him a favourite 

wherever he went. He was the centre of any gathering of 

people, charming them, bringing them out of themselves, turning the full force of his personality on to them. As something 

of an adjunct, I would stand to one side and admire him 

– even when I could see that his version of what had happened 

to us, say, on our way to the gathering bore little similarity to 

the truth. For him, reality was something to be pepped up and 

given a better ending. No wonder my father loved films so 

much. He had a great deal of the cinema in him.


For a start, a good part of his identity was self-generated, a 

work of clever and intriguing fiction. He had, I’m sure, done 

everything he claimed to have done; but his account of his life 

was like a Hollywood biopic about some famous scientist or 

soldier or actor. Everything was heightened, coloured, speeded 

up, edited, so his experiences were much more exciting in the 

telling than they had been when they actually unfolded. In that 

sense, his imagination was as romantic as mine; but the chief 

feature of it was his hatred of everyday dullness.


As he sat on my little creaking bed, and I lay on my right 

side, my face half-submerged in a pillow that smelt of chicken 

feathers, he provided me with two main versions of how he 

met my mother. It never occurred to me to ask why there 

were differences between them, any more than it occurred to 

nineteenth-century divines to wonder why there were different 

accounts of the birth of Jesus in the Gospels. One version was 

relatively straightforward; he met her at a dance, and trod all 

over her toes, and made her laugh. Maybe that was the true 

one, the one with canonical authority; but he seemed to prefer 

the other one, perhaps because it gave him greater scope for 

elaboration. Elaboration, I came to realize over the succeeding 

years, was what my father did best. This story, therefore, is the 

one he preferred.




 


PLATFORM TWO at West Croydon station; shortly after nine 

o’clock on a brilliant autumn morning, of the kind people in 

these depressing, grey, limited, rationed times associate with 

the days before the war. The sun slants down through the 

smoke which still drifts across the station from last night’s 

bombing. There is a sharp, acrid smell, somehow chemical in 

nature, the insistent, irritating bell of a police car, the sound of 

digging, an occasional shout: someone is trapped in the rubble. 

This is all much too commonplace in Croydon for the people 

who are waiting for the train to bother about. They scarcely 

even pause to be grateful that it is someone else is who is 

trapped, someone else whose house or shop has been turned to 

dust and broken bricks. They have been through it all so many 

times.


There is the usual mixture of earth-coloured army uniforms, 

a sprinkling of sailors in dark blues, a few women in drab brown 

or grey Utility dresses, their hair bundled up on their heads in 

scarves, a little scarce lipstick enlivening the sallow, strained 

faces. A few men in civilian clothes, most of them elderly. One 

man in his late fifties, wearing a cloth cap, has a rakish bandage 

over one eye and keeps adjusting it. This is a tired country, 

anxious, stressed, sleepless, too used to bad news to be able to 

credit the better news which is only just starting to appear.


Through the crowd comes a sprightly, broad, good-looking 

young man in his late twenties: fairish hair brushed back from 

his forehead, a brisk, wide-awake look. A bit of a counterjumper, 

perhaps: quick-reacting, charming, with an eye always on the main chance, relying on his looks and his quick wit to 

get him out of any difficulty. His tweed sports jacket is pre-war 

in cut; his shirt is not entirely of the best or cleanest; his tie is a 

dullish brown, striped with an equally dullish yellow and green; 

his shoes are heavy and quite good – pre-war, again; in his hand 

is a News Chronicle. Occasional looks, by no means friendly, 

from the men in uniform: this is too late in the war for someone 

to be still waiting for his call-up papers. He must be an idler, a 

scrimshanker. He might even be a conscientious objector if he 

weren’t so sharp and active-looking.


Farther down the platform, among the uniforms, is a tall, 

willowy, dark woman in a fawn overcoat. Accompanying her, 

two children in their wartime best: an eager, interested boy, a 

pretty girl; nice-looking kids. Accompanying her, too, a distinct 

air of sadness, resignation. Life, you feel, has dealt unfairly with 

her and will persist in doing so. Two large, cheap suitcases 

stand beside her, and a straw bag. The sun, shining across 

the platform, catches her face, which is turned in the direction 

of the coming train, emphasizing the gentleness, the resignation, 

the warmth of colour in her dark hair. A century earlier, 

Holman Hunt might have hired her as a model, though now 

she is getting on in years: thirty-seven. In 1943, with the 

anxiety and shortages of wartime, that is virtually middle-aged.


There is an expectant movement among the uniforms. The 

huffing of steam, the grind of wheels on rails, the sharp smells 

of hot metal, oil and coal dust, dull green carriages streaked 

with dirt, windows smeared and brownish. Only two first-class 

compartments, all empty. Small green or red triangles on the 

windows of others: ‘Ladies Only’, ‘Non-Smoking’. Two or three 

officers head towards the doors marked with a large, curling ‘2’; 

the woman with the children goes towards a ‘3’. The process 

takes her a little time: the boy has wandered away to look at 

the town and the rising smoke, and has to be summoned back. 

It takes a moment to pick up the two cases and the bag as well; 

and although the girl, tall for her age, her fair hair swinging, does her bit to help, it all takes time. The crowd at the nearest 

‘3’ door is much too big for them and their luggage, so she has 

to hurry further down the platform, panicking slightly, the 

children following, the cases slowing her down.


The guard’s whistle blows from halfway down the platform; 

she turns to appeal to him, but the still-open doors, leather 

window-belts bowing out, block her from his sight. The crowd 

thins, the doors slam. She looks hopelessly up and down, trapped 

in a band of too-expensive ‘2’s, unable to reach a ‘3’ in time.


A ‘3’ door, just slammed, opens again.


‘Oi!’ shouts the guard.


Inside the compartment the youngish, fair-haired man looks 

down at a sailor in the window-seat.


‘Just hold the door a second, will you? Lady coming.’


He jumps down on to the platform, and puts his hands out 

to the woman with the children, as though offering to take her 

suitcases. She looks at him neutrally: not accepting, not refusing, 

just unstated. He waves to the guard, who is blowing his 

whistle again irritably, and gathers the cases from her. She 

follows him to the carriage where the sailor is now standing up, 

holding the door open for them all.


‘Thanks a lot.’


‘Don’t worry, mate.’


‘Would you like to sit here?’ Well-spoken for a man in 

cheap clothes.


‘Thank you. It’s very kind of you.’ Soft-spoken, timid.


‘Are you going far?’


‘Victoria. I’ve got to change. It’s so difficult.’


The rest of the carriage looks and nods. His good deed 

begins to melt their instinctive disapproval of a young, fit 

civilian.


No more conversation. The young man examines her 

covertly: good figure, quite a bit older than he is, tastefully 

but not expensively dressed. Kids well looked after, quiet, 

nicely behaved. Aware of the inspection, she looks down at the cigarette butts on the floor of the carriage. Other newspapers, 

a couple of Mirrors and a Sketch, open to war news. The only 

Chronicle in the carriage stays folded on his lap. Why a Chronicle? 

she thinks. Why the civilian clothes? No sign of injury, 

weakness, illness. She doesn’t care: she finds strident patriotism 

dull.


The train jerks forward, shrieks, picks up speed. Silence in 

the compartment. A soldier beside her sinks immediately into 

sleep, his head drawn down towards her shoulder by some kind 

of magnetism. She glances across at the young man who has 

helped her: a mutual half-smile, then a quick turn of the head 

to the window.


Outside, as they cross the river, utter devastation along both 

banks. A power-station, a natural target for bombs, rears up, 

unharmed. How many bricks went into the making of that, she 

wonders? As many as bombs dropped on London? As many as 

soldiers killed? How many soldiers on this train? One less, 

given the young man’s civilian clothes. A scar down his cheek: 

a wound? Or is he too old to have been in the army?


A wedding-ring on her finger, yet she has the air of going 

somewhere new and final, alone with her children. To her 

parents? What are the children like, as they sit quietly reading 

their books? Is the husband dead, or has he abandoned her? Or 

merely joined the forces? ‘Epsom’, says the corner of a label on 

the rack above, clearly written in what seems like an educated 

hand. To Epsom, or from Epsom?


‘And how are you?’


The boy looks up from his book, suddenly wary, almost 

hostile.


‘All right.’


‘Well, that’s good. You can’t be too all right nowadays, you 

know.’


Grins from behind the Mirrors: a pick-up has begun.


The woman looks out of the window some more. The 

children take refuge in their books again.


The Mirrors begin to fold, the train slows and jerks to a 

halt.


‘Victoria! Victoria station! All change here, please, all change.’


‘Can I help you?’


She lets him, understanding perfectly well what is going on 

but prepared to let it run for a while. He pulls the cases down 

and clambers out on to the platform with them.


‘Where to now?’


They flow out with the uniformed crowd, then find themselves 

in a larger one, milling around under the great glass roof 

of the station, the panes now criss-crossed with masking tape, 

forming dozens of Xs overhead.


‘It’s not here, it’s Waterloo.’


‘Do you want a bus or a cab?’ Knowing that cabs are difficult 

to get nowadays, and expensive.


‘I don’t really know. Bus, I suppose.’


‘Because I could get you a cab. And I’m going near Waterloo, 

anyway.’


He does the mental arithmetic, and it almost comes out 

right.


‘Why?’


‘To see someone there.’


‘No – I find that hard to believe.’ Her gentle banter, eyes 

turned away from him, looking down at the ground, is beguiling. 

‘Why should you want to help us?’


Because she’s attractive and he is sorry for her. Because 

helping people and feeling better about himself as a result fulfils 

some quite urgent requirement in him. Because there aren’t any 

other girls he’s keen on at present. Because, perhaps, he doesn’t 

quite know who he is, and needs some sort of guide-post: an 

older woman. Because she appeals to him; or rather, because 

her situation, lonely and troubled, appeals to him. Unusual for 

him to be lost for words, but he doesn’t answer.


‘If you aren’t in too much of a hurry, we could have a cup 

of tea at the buffet.’


The children look at each other and pull faces.


Milky, over-sweet, strongish tea, four hard rock-cakes, the 

taste of ersatz ingredients.


‘So what did you do after your husband died?’


‘I stayed on in our flat. But it was much too expensive – the 

landlord was trying to get us out, and he put the rent up, and 

we’ve been trying to get away ever since.’


He is too obvious, she thinks, probing like this. She starts 

to resent his interest.


‘But for now we’re going back to my mother. In Epsom.’


The memory of Garden Cottages floats across her mind, 

like a brief overlay shot in a film: that dreary, narrow, dark 

place, redolent of girlhood and failure and prohibitions. Then a 

direct question, perhaps to frighten him off. Or maybe to 

punish him for being too obvious.


‘Why aren’t you in the forces?’


‘I’ve had my papers. That’s why I’ve come up to town – I’m 

trying to get it deferred. Up to now I’ve been Res. Occ.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Reserved Occupation. I work in a munitions factory.’


‘Wouldn’t it be safer in the forces?’


‘Probably. I just don’t fancy all that business of being 

ordered about and shouted at, and sleeping in dormitories. Like 

being back at school.’


‘So you haven’t been excluded on health grounds?’


‘I’m as fit as a fiddle. That’s what life at sea does for you.’


He grins: strong, confident, maybe a bit too confident.


This is a man who has to take charge, she thinks; and she 

reflects for an instant on what being with him would be like.


‘So are you a sailor?’


No: he was an assistant steward on a series of P&O liners. 

Just a glorified waiter, really, but he can’t stop himself making 

it sound more glamorous than it was.


‘I ran away to sea when I was sixteen.’


‘But you don’t fancy being a hero now?’


It is meant mischievously, and her dark eyes rest provokingly 

on his as she looks round at him.


‘Can’t really say I do.’


‘That’s a relief.’


And it is; so many people boast about their exploits in 

wartime, and the dangers they have experienced. She once 

considered buying one of those lapel-badges you used to see in 

1940 and 1941: ‘I’ve Got A Bomb Story Too’. Even though 

she didn’t have any bomb stories.


‘Let’s go and find a taxi.’


An ancient vehicle with an even more ancient driver is 

waiting at the stand. The children, quiet up to now, are excited 

at the prospect of the drive. London is new to them.


The signs of bombing are shocking to people from out of 

town: great gaps in the grand terraces. Signs everywhere for 

shelters, and for business as usual. Queues outside some shops. 

Policemen at all the main street corners. Piles of rubble on the 

bombed sites. Tidiness, order, peaceableness; the war hasn’t 

even begun to destroy the basis of British society, and it won’t 

now.


Waterloo station, dark and massive.


‘So – here we are. I hope everything goes well with you. 

And the children,’ he says, trying not to make it sound like an 

afterthought.


He looks at them, and they look back. They don’t like 

him, he knows that already. Well, he’ll make them like him; 

that’s his everlasting optimism, which usually overrides the understanding.


‘It was very kind of you to help us.’


The dark, downcast eyes move up to his, the challenging 

look, attractive and somehow unsettling, is there again.


‘If ever you need someone to lift your suitcases again . . .’


Suddenly he looks very young; too young. She can’t decide 

whether to take this any further.


‘I don’t even know your name.’ He does the deciding.


‘Joyce. Joyce – well, Cody, really.’


‘Like Colonel Cody.’


‘Exactly like that. He was my grandfather.’


She can see he is impressed. Fame, celebrity, means a good 

deal to him. He is a man who feels he has the instincts, the 

character, to be famous. But famous for what?


‘Mine’s Roy. Roy Simpson.’


Nothing in his dull, conventional, middle-middle-class 

family, he feels, seems worth setting alongside the glamour 

of a Wild West showman who became the first man to fly in 

Britain.


‘Look, I’ll give you my address, in case you’re up in town 

again.’


Norwood is scarcely town, and living with his mother is 

scarcely glamorous; but he’s reluctant to lose his metropolitan 

advantage.


He writes it down in pencil in large, characteristically bold 

letters, on the back of an OHMS envelope which he has taken 

out of his inside pocket: Roy Simpson, 111 Marlow Road, 

London SE 21.


‘We don’t have a phone there.’


He regrets the ‘we’ immediately.


‘Nor do we.’


Her look stays with him for a long time: there is a hint of 

shared experience, even some kind of shared injury: two bits of 

flotsam from the wrecking process which the twentieth century 

has exerted on families and their stability. They both recognize 

it in each other; that, and the need to give and receive help. 

Perhaps there is nothing more to it; not even a real sexual 

attraction, in spite of the briefly provocative glances.


‘Well, cheerio then. It was very pleasant to meet you.’


Don’t say ‘nice’, she tells herself; and don’t let him say it 

either. If he says ‘nice’ I won’t see him again.


‘Cheerio, and it was good to meet you. I do hope we’ll see 

each other again.’


He almost forgets the children, but manages to include 

them in a last grin. They don’t grin back.


‘Mummy, I don’t like that man.’


‘Well, I thought he was very kind. We couldn’t possibly 

have managed without his help.’


‘Yes, we could.’


‘Oh, nonsense, darling.’ Her eyes sparkling again.


‘What time will we get to Gran’s?’


Gran’s. Life as it really is comes flooding depressingly back, 

after being held at bay for a pleasant moment or two.


‘About five o’clock.’


She looks out of the window, not seeing the dullness, the 

traffic, the policemen, the places where someone’s house, someone’s 

business once stood.


Chance rules our lives utterly, and everything flows from 

it as a result. A few more yards’ distance, a ten-second delay, 

an instinct or two ignored, and all the pain and dullness and 

boredom and pleasure and duty and failure and happiness which 

constitute the lives of Joyce and Roy and the rest of us would 

have been ordered completely differently. No me, no grandchildren, 

no great-grandchildren. Our small world would have 

been an entirely unrecognizable place, unpeopled by us and 

repeopled by others instead. This book in your hand would not 

have been written; and by the same process of random chance 

you yourself would not have been reading it at the critical 

moment if a few extra seconds had elapsed, a few more yards 

had intervened in your own pre-history.


All chance, all randomness. Remember that, the next time 

you feel a sense of your own significance, your own inevitability. 

We are left to make the best of it, and get on with our chance-ridden 

lives as though there is some sort of fundamental order 

to them.




 


WE THINK OF the 1940s in black and white, because that is 

how we see them on film. The actions are shadowy, jerky, 

unspecific, the clothes strange and starchy, the faces grinning or 

serious or vacant yet different from those we see around us. 

These people are not like us: they are the inhabitants of a 

darker, poorer, more limited world, remarkably different, even 

when the photographs you are looking at are those of your 

own relatives. We are natives of our own time, and other times 

seem more foreign than other places do.


That is why the occasional close-ups we see in photographs 

and film of the time often take us with a sudden surprise: ‘So 

they were like us after all,’ you feel when you see a picture of a 

sharp-looking middle-aged man, staring back at you with 

amusement and understanding, or an attractive young girl 

walking arm-in-arm with a sailor, with precisely the same look 

of innocent awareness on her face that you might see today. 

You and I will one day stare out at our great-great-grandchildren 

from photographs which seem so relevant and up-to-date 

now, nd they will look at us as though we inhabit some 

prehistoric age of utter irrelevance. Our only hope is that they, 

too, will recognize something immediate, present, connected 

about us.


Everything about the world of 1943 seems foreign to our 

world. Sixty years of gradually increasing affluence, of vast social 

and political change, have made everything utterly different. 

Even walking down the street was different from what it has 

become after the years of growing affluence. In 1943, 22 per cent of the entire population, more than 8 million people, were 

in the services, and 33 per cent were doing war work; so the 

streets were often half empty. The majority of civilian cars 

were laid up and kept for only the most important journeys. 

The shops were dull and unattractive, their windows often kept 

empty for security and the lack of anything much to put in 

them. The ugly gaps between the buildings (like missing teeth, 

visitor after visitor to London remarked) were often marked 

with a perkiness which some people found impressive and 

others merely tedious: ‘More open than usual,’ or (on a half-ruined 

pub) ‘Our windows are gone but our spirits are excellent. 

Come in and try them.’


The greengrocers who plied their trade from barrows in the 

streets had plenty of apples, pears and plums, but no oranges or 

bananas and certainly no pineapples; such things had virtually 

disappeared in Britain. The food, even in expensive restaurants, 

was dull and unappetizing and very restricted: not only because 

of the fierce rationing, but also because of a traditional stodginess 

and lack of imagination on the part of customers as well as 

restaurateurs. Only two Indian restaurants, and perhaps four 

Chinese ones, were still operating in London. Many of the 

owners and waiters from the dozens of pre-war Italian restaurants 

had left for home or been interned as enemy aliens. 

The most popular places to eat, as they had been throughout 

the 1930s, were J. Lyons’ teashops and Corner Houses, where 

you could still get a decent, filling snack and a cup of milky tea 

for a shilling.


No British Government had ever taken such sweeping 

powers over the lives of its citizens, or would ever have them 

again. Official control over production and the rationing of 

consumption were stronger than in the post-war Soviet Union. 

Signs of the extraordinary influence and control of the Government, 

and in particular of the Ministry of Information, were 

everywhere. A report-writer for Mass-Observation, the private 

agency which monitored attitudes and opinions throughout the country, wrote, with the tartness that makes the MO files so 

enjoyable to read:





Taking a short walk from the office where this report is 

being written, you will see forty-eight official posters as you 

go, on hoardings, shelters, buildings, including ones telling 

you





to eat National Wholemeal Bread


not to waste food


to keep your children in the country


to know where your Rest Centre is


how to behave in an air-raid shelter


to look out in the blackout


to look out for poison gas


to carry your gas mask always


to join the A[uxiliary] F[ire] S[ervice]


to fall in with the fire bomb fighters


to register for Civil Defence duties


to help build a plane


to recruit for the Air Training Corps


to save for Victory.





It says something for the nature of British political life that 

although the country was fighting a war which might well 

end with its democracy snuffed out and many of its leading 

citizens executed or sent to concentration camps, the Government 

merely encouraged people to do these useful things, 

instead of forcing them by law. But independent-minded 

people like my father found it all infuriating, and for us 

nowadays, in freer times, the thought of so much exhortation 

adds to the feeling that life during the war was a monochrome, 

dreary business.


Yet my father and mother didn’t see the world in black 

and white at all; their colours were no less bright than ours, and 

their sounds and tastes were no less sharp. True, the world was 

a dirtier place, because the use of coal made it so; but the early autumn of 1943 was fine and encouraging, and in south-east 

England the sun shone almost every day for a month. According 

to Mass-Observation people still talked about the weather 

more than any other subject: more than the war itself, more 

than the bombing, and more even than the rationing.


Almost everything was rationed; every kind of foodstuff, 

every article of clothing, every form of fuel for heating or 

cooking or transport, paper. A moderately good suit from 

Burton’s The Tailor (whence, people said, the expression ‘Gone 

for a Burton’, though Burton-brewed beer is another possibility) 

cost £2 10s. 0d.; twice as much as it would have cost in 1939. 

But as with every other rationed item, it was usually much 

easier to find the money than the coupons. The points system 

of rationing meant that you had a certain amount of scope to 

decide what to use your coupons for; but the choice was often 

depressingly limited.


The black market thrived as a result. Most people depended 

on it occasionally, and sometimes much more often; only a 

moral-minded minority refused to have anything whatever to 

do with the little luxuries which most private suppliers, from 

shopkeepers to spivs, were prepared to offer. Yet the Government 

kept a tight control over these things, and the black 

market never got out of hand.


To British eyes, used to seeing little else, British clothes 

were so distinctive that any other kind stood out awkwardly. 

During the course of 1943 several dozen men were arrested 

solely on the grounds that their clothes were ‘foreign-looking’. 

The great majority of them proved to be refugees who were 

wearing their old clothes because they couldn’t afford new ones. 

One senior agent for the Special Operations Executive, just 

back from France, lost all his clothes when an incendiary bomb 

burned his flat; all he had to wear was the suit which SOE’s 

French tailor had made for him shortly before he made his 

first parachute drop into occupied Europe. He was arrested 

in Marylebone High Street, not far from SOE headquarters in Baker Street, because a woman told the police he looked foreign 

and might well be a spy.


Winston Churchill, understanding the effect that dull, 

mass-produced clothes had on civilian morale, resisted the 

efforts of his ministers and officials to introduce clothes rationing 

for some time; but while he was taken up with the operation 

to sink the Bismarck two Cabinet ministers who felt strongly 

about the issue interrupted him and insisted on talking about 

it. He told them that if they would only go away they could do 

whatever they wanted.


Refugees and foreign servicemen and -women aside, the 

crowds in the streets were mostly pretty homogeneous. Ninety-six 

per cent of them were white (though the largest per capita 

proportion of overseas volunteers for the British forces came 

from the Caribbean). Seventy-five per cent of British people 

would have described themselves as working-class (by 2002 the 

figure was only 40 per cent). In 1941 George Orwell described 

‘the crowds in the big towns, with their mild knobby faces, 

their bad teeth and gentle manners’, and praised ‘the privateness 

of English life’. In no European country ‘is it easier to shove 

people off the pavement’. Some years later he wrote about ‘the 

orderly behaviour of English crowds, the lack of pushing and 

quarrelling, the willingness to form queues, the good temper of 

harassed, overworked people like bus conductors’. But he also 

wrote, correctly, ‘England is the most class-ridden country 

under the sun. It is a land of snobbery and privilege, ruled 

largely by the old and silly.’


My father approved greatly of Orwell, and he enjoyed that 

when he read it. Yet although the process would take decades, 

the big class differences between rich and poor were shrinking 

as a result of the war: being in the same air-raid shelters, 

suffering the same air-raids, and being restricted in terms of 

what they could buy and eat and wear brought people closer 

than they had ever been throughout the country’s history. 

Orwell admitted as much himself.





There are wide gradations of income, but it is the same 

kind of life that is being lived at different levels, in labour-saving 

flats or Council houses, along the concrete roads and 

in the naked democracy of the swimming pools. It is a 

rather restless, cultureless life, centring round tinned food, 

Picture Post, the radio and the internal combustion engine.





The war years belonged to the young and the classless. A clever 

twenty-five-year-old could be a colonel or a group captain in the 

Air Force or the captain of a ship, responsible for the lives of 

hundreds and the fate, perhaps, of millions. Most people over 

fifty were onlookers in this war, often suffering as badly as everyone 

else but of no real consequence: just idle mouths to feed.


Yet the war, although it dominated everyone’s attention and 

thought and conversation, had not become the great killing-machine 

in Britain that it was in Russia or Germany or Poland 

or China. In spite of the air-raids, in spite of Dunkirk and 

the Battle of Britain and the Blitz and North Africa and the 

Italian campaign, it was not until D-Day that the figure for 

the number of British people killed as a direct result of enemy 

action overtook the number who died in road accidents; though 

the blackout, which led to so many deaths on the road, was 

itself a consequence of the war.


After 1945, people would talk endlessly about the patriotism 

and decency of wartime, and compare the behaviour and experiences 

of the wartime generation which those which followed. 

The wealthy took in evacuees from the poorest areas of the city 

centres, everyone supported the Churchill Government, people 

behaved better towards each other, the differences of class and 

income faded, everyone put their shoulders to the national wheel.


It didn’t necessarily seem like that at the time. In October 

1944 the Ministry of War announced in the House of Commons 

that 80,000 men had deserted from the armed forces: a 

huge loss of manpower, and a serious problem for the police 

when the deserters drifted inevitably into the underworld. Still, although petty crime increased greatly, there was no parallel 

increase in violent crime. In 1943, only twenty-nine people 

were found guilty of murder.


To the fury of the men and women serving abroad in the 

armed services, many people in reserved occupations at home – 

armaments manufacturing, steel-making, coal-mining – went 

on strike many times for more money and better conditions. 

Mass-Observation’s researchers registered on a daily basis the 

resentments and complaints of ordinary people: against the rich, 

the poor, the Government, the employers. Britain in 1943 was 

not by any means a band of brothers.


Nor was it necessarily the home of the brave. The American 

soldiers who had flooded into Britain for the D-Day operation 

were often scathing about the feebleness of their British counterparts. 

There was a lack of fighting spirit about them which 

surprised and angered the Americans. In battle it was commonplace 

for British soldiers to resist only as long as they had 

enough ammunition to fight back; directly the ammunition ran 

out, they would start to surrender. The humiliating fall of 

Singapore in 1942, perhaps the worst defeat in British military 

history, was echoed in lesser ways in every other theatre of war.


Until General Orde Wingate showed otherwise, the British 

forces in the Far East regarded the Japanese as evil superhumans 

who could never be beaten. El Alamein in 1943 was the first 

time during the war that a British army had defeated a German 

one, and victory was achieved only by a supremacy in numbers 

and tanks of two to one. Until 1943, every time the British 

fought the Germans or the Japanese on the basis of equality of 

manpower and firepower, they were defeated.


As individuals and as a nation, the British lacked the kind 

of confidence the Americans had, and their overwhelming 

organization and manufacturing abilities, and their sheer physical 

strength. As the war went on, conscription drew in the kind 

of undernourished under-class whom many British people had 

never seen before: small, concave-chested men with wizened faces and thin white limbs who would never have passed the 

physical examination earlier in the war. They had no notion 

of personal cleanliness, or the use of a modern lavatory, and 

could only speak strange dialects. There were Welshmen 

and Scots who seemed incapable of understanding the most 

basic commands in English.


The American soldiers who filled London and the towns 

and cities of the south-east of England could scarcely have been 

more different: big, beef-and-corn-fed, self-confident fellows, 

earning much more than the British, full of belief in their 

country and themselves. They were, perhaps, the finest generation 

the United States has ever produced. Yet they were often 

surprisingly unpopular in Britain.


Mass-Observation carefully detailed the hostility to their 

money and their brawn: the way they handed out chewing-gum, 

cut out British men by offering the local girls a better 

time, and represented a life which seemed far more glamorous 

and wealthy and exciting than anything Britain had to offer. 

And they were immensely successful. Used condoms issued by 

the US military littered the ground in the doorways of shops in 

the vicinity of every American base.


There were other reasons for disliking them. A large proportion 

of the US troops involved in the D-Day operation came 

from the southern states, where segregation of black and white 

was still almost total. Many white American soldiers objected 

to the presence of non-white troops, American as well as 

British, in English bars and restaurants; and fights often broke 

out between them. There was plenty of racial prejudice in 

Britain, of course, but blacks and Asians in uniform were usually 

well received, and publicans and other customers resented it 

when Americans tried to have them thrown out.


If the British lacked the Americans’ brawn or fighting spirit, 

the brain of the Allied effort was theirs. The US forces were 

completely deficient in many of the key areas required for a 

great military operation. The British had the only fully effective intelligence service on the Allied side, and it was working 

superbly: not only had they, together with the help of some of 

their European allies, broken the German Ultra code system, 

but they had also captured and turned virtually every single 

German agent who had been infiltrated into Britain, and were 

using them to feed highly effective disinformation back to the 

Germans; particularly about D-Day and its real objective.


And it was, for the most part, British technological and 

inventive skill which the Allies used on D-Day. The British 

were in the forefront of research in radio, radar, jet propulsion 

and atomic energy; it was usually British science that the 

Americans depended on at this stage in the war, though the 

balance was already shifting in America’s favour.


Now, in the twenty-first century, things have changed again. 

In terms of training, skills, determination and self-confidence 

the British Army is superior to the US Army; only its equipment 

is inferior. The SAS and the SBS outclass the American 

special forces. At the start of the twenty-first century a senior 

US officer was forced into retirement for saying that if he had 

British troops with American equipment he could do anything. 

Man for man, the British Army is tougher and better physically 

than the US Army, and is expected to show more initiative.


Other things have changed too. By the year 2000 the average 

European was slightly taller than the average American, though 

significantly less heavy. Average incomes were still higher in the 

US than in the European Union, but there was a much better 

distribution of wealth and far less poverty in Europe, and its 

figures for child mortality were noticeably lower than America’s. 

The British and the other Europeans had largely caught up with 

Americans in their standard of living, and the US economy was 

no longer greater than Europe’s. So Europe, which had been 

overtaken by the United States after the First World War, and 

was utterly outclassed by it during and after the Second, had 

started to restore the balance. Among the many differences 

between 1943 and our own day, this has been the greatest.




 


ON 8 OCTOBER 1943, the day when my father first met my 

mother, the Second World War had already lasted for four 

years, one month and five days. The war’s immensity spread 

out all around them. Across the face of Europe hundreds of 

thousands of Soviet troops had been ferried across the River 

Dniepr in the Ukraine under the cover of darkness, catching 

the German troops on the west bank of the river entirely by 

surprise. It was there, rather than against Britain, that the main 

action of the war was taking place; and many of Hitler’s own 

generals already suspected that the Russian adventure would 

cost them ultimate victory.


This was to prove a significant day in the conduct of the 

war. The German Press Agency issued details of speeches by 

Hitler and other leading Nazis about the disturbing turn the 

war against Russia had taken. The occasion was a Party conference 

in Berlin, presided over by Martin Bormann, in which 

2,000 senior figures took part. There were clearly long passages 

of Hitler’s speech which were far too sensitive to be made 

public; especially as the small group of foreign correspondents 

from neutral countries in Berlin would see to it that the news 

would reach London and Washington within hours. Yet even 

the brief agency quotation hinted that Hitler now felt himself 

to be on the defensive:





We shall strike everywhere, and never tire until our aim is 

accomplished. Take home in your hearts the unshakeable faith that, if our determination does not falter, this war will 

end with a great German victory.





For Hitler to suggest that Nazi Germany’s determination might 

be in question must have startled many of his listeners; though 

privately Hitler had realized as early as 1941 that he was likely 

to lose the war. The intelligence analysts who listened to it that 

afternoon in London compiled a report for Churchill which 

suggested that Hitler was worried about the outcome of the 

battle in Ukraine. Even more significant was another passage 

from his speech, which the news agency was told to omit, but 

which – thanks to some official oversight – was broadcast by 

radio in Berlin:





The German people know that their existence is at stake in 

this struggle. The bridges behind them are burned. The 

only way left to them is the way forward.





It was an extraordinary admission, and when the details of the 

speech were published in the British press they reinforced 

the growing belief that Hitler now felt himself thoroughly 

on the defensive. All the same, the thought that Germany was 

becoming desperate, and might use any weapon in order to win, 

was disturbing.


At the Berlin Party conference Heinrich Himmler, the 

commander of the SS, also sounded anxious about the way 

the war was going; characteristically, though, he preferred to 

react with threats. Only one section of his speech was released 

to German radio:





Anybody who does the enemy’s job and stabs the German 

people in the back during its most difficult struggle for 

existence by spreading defeatism and thus endangering the 

life of all must die and pay for his deeds as a warning to 

others.





Elsewhere that day the German Army was displaying its habitual 

ruthlessness in many parts of Europe. On the island of 

Crete, shots had been fired at a German patrol from or near 

the village of Amyra a few days earlier. Now a detachment of 

soldiers went into Amyra and executed more than a 150 men, 

women and children. Some were lined up and machine-gunned; 

others were herded into a building which was then set on fire. 

Eighty-five people were held as hostages for the good behaviour 

of the area. They too would be shot, the German military 

authorities warned with unconscious irony, if there were any 

further terrorist incidents.


In the afternoon, a British military court in Palestine passed 

sentence on Eliahu Sacharoff, a supporter of the Hagana, a 

Jewish underground organization, for being in possession of 

two rounds of ammunition. For this he received seven years’ 

imprisonment. At a time when the British were fighting a life 

or death struggle against a country which was committed to 

exterminating all Jews, some Jews had identified the British as 

their main enemy. Other Jews from Palestine, many hundreds 

of them, had volunteered to join the British Army and were 

fighting in North Africa and elsewhere; including Moshe 

Dayan, who lost an eye but gained the experience and skills 

which he brought more than twenty years later to the post of 

Israel’s defence minister in the Six Day War.


In New York that day, another court began hearing the case 

against Roberto Lanas, who was charged with having passed 

information to Germany while working as a translator for the 

US Government’s Office of Co-Ordination of Latin American 

Affairs. There was no question about his guilt. He admitted 

in court that he had received $2,900 from German agents in 

Europe for handing over details of American aircraft production. 

He had, he said, written down the figures on the backs of 

innocent-seeming letters in invisible ink, but he maintained 

that he only gave his German handlers information which was 

freely available in the newspapers. Indeed, that was how he had obtained the figures. The court later found him guilty, but 

decided not to impose the death penalty.


The Times for 8 October carried a total of forty-two death 

notices, seventeen of which were a direct result of the war. 

Twelve people were listed as having died on active service, 

but it is the entries for civilians which attract our attention. 

Perhaps it is the combination of conventional phrasing and 

comfortable surroundings with the sudden intrusion of war:





ARKELL. – In Oct., 1943, as a result of enemy 

action, WILLIAM ARKELL, for thirty years the 

faithful friend and chauffeur of the Glanvill family of 

The Hill, Bromley, Kent.


FEGAN. – In Oct., 1943, killed suddenly by enemy 

action, MARY, beloved wife of the late J.W.C. 

FEGAN of Goudhurst, Stony Stratford, and Yardley, 

aged 78 years.


LOVELL-KEAYS. – In Oct., 1943, killed suddenly 

by enemy action, BEATRICE LOVELL-KEAYS, 

dearly loved niece of Mary Fegan, aged 72 years.





Then there are the private tragedies, whose details we can dimly 

perceive even after all this time – the fear, the half-hope and 

the eventual despair – which shattered so many lives.





CAYZER. – In Sept., 1943, previously reported missing, 

now reported killed in action, LIEUT. SIR 

NIGEL JOHN CAYZER, Scots Guards, aged 22, 

most dearly loved eldest son of Lady Cayzer and of 

the late Sir Charles William Cayzer, Bt., of Kinpurnie 

Castle, Angus.


HAWKES REED. – Previously reported missing, 

now notified as killed, FLIGHT SERGT. JOHN 

HAWKES REED, beloved son of Olive Hawkes 

Reed of Tetbury, and darling brother of Prudence, 

Mary, Ann, and Alan.





That day’s personal column is also heavily influenced by the 

war.





MACLEOD BAXTER, J.V.E. Card received by his 

wife in Australia:– ‘Safe, in good health and well 

treated. Japanese prisoner of war.’ Mrs Macleod Baxter, 

2, Redlands Road, Glasgow, W.2.


NAVAL Officer’s widow, Scottish, thirties, wishes to 

be in London some months. I would UNDERTAKE 

EMPLOYMENT aiding war effort; capable and 

adaptable most circumstances, could relieve, except 

secretarial or nursing; excellent organizer, manager, 

driver, &c. – Write Box X.1645, The Times, EC4.


SHEETS. – Will any householder who can spare one 

or more pairs of single bed cotton sheets, worn or 

new, sell to lady running hostel for junior officers and 

desperately in need of them? Unobtainable in shops. – 

Address, Caterer, 10, Cheyne Walk, Chelsea, S.W.3. 

Tel., FLAxman 9961.


PRISONERS OF WAR. – The perfect present is 

BOOKS, and we arrange the dispatch of a regular 

monthly supply. – Write for details of the Overseas 

Service, The Times Book Club, 42, Wigmore Street, 

W.1.





Reading all this, we find ourselves left wanting to know so 

much more. Was Macleod Baxter really being treated well by 

the Japanese, or did he just say so in order to get his postcard 

through the Japanese system and keep his wife happy? How 

much did he suffer in the two years that followed? Did the 

Scottish widow get a job that matched her qualifications and 

helped assuage her grief and loneliness? Did the junior officers 

get their cotton sheets in Cheyne Walk? Reading these things 

in the files of yellowing, easily torn pages the distance in time 

slips away, and you find yourself wanting to ring FLAxman 

9961 to find out, or write to a box number at a building which no longer exists, in a newspaper which is so changed that no 

one who knew it in its great days would recognize it any longer. 

The strange continuum which you enter when you open an 

ancient newspaper holds you long after you have closed the 

bound volume and put it away on the library shelf.
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