

      

         

            

         

      


   





PRAISE FOR MARTIN BELL AND


WAR AND THE DEATH OF NEWS


 


‘In prose as crisp and hard-hitting as the bullets he’s dodged for decades, Bell sounds the alarm for a TV journalism that’s under fire as never before. It’s typical Bell – unflinching truth-telling, brilliantly argued; a clarion call to everyone who cares about powerful journalism in a world that needs it more than ever.’


Bill Neely, chief global correspondent, NBC News


 


‘Martin Bell was the finest foreign correspondent of his generation. Night after night on the BBC, we watched him find the front lines and report back to us what he and his camera crews discovered that day. His reporting was honest, courageous, compassionate and clear. The same virtues are evident in this fearless memoir of his work over thirty-five years. With wisdom, candour and integrity, he describes the irony and tragedy of the wars, revolutions and riots he covered in violent places all over the world. He is especially critical of those editors at home who kept the public from seeing the ugly truth of what was going on in places like Bosnia, Iraq and Israel. This is his masterwork.’


John Laurence, author of The Cat from Hué:


A Vietnam War Story


 


‘He was our rock, steady, trustworthy, a man who would look after not just his own crew, but the whole British press corps, if need be.’


John Sweeney, investigative journalist and author
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Introduction


On 5 August 1964 I was sent a memo by Mr D.E.H. Moriarty of the BBC’s Appointments Department in London: ‘I am pleased to be able to tell you that you have been selected to fill the Grade B post of Reporter, News Division.’


I was working at the time in the newsroom of the BBC in Norwich. We specialised in rural planning disputes, horse shows, farm gate interviews, fatstock prices, flood drainage schemes in the Fens and the fortunes of our football teams. If I was lucky I would travel to Portman Road to interview Alf Ramsey, manager of Ipswich Town and later of England. If I was unlucky I would be sub-editing copy about Peterborough United for the regional radio news. For my metropolitan audition, in the basement of Broadcasting House in London, I reported on the state of the East Anglian bean crop: ‘It has failed because of a disease called halo blight. This starts out as a circular patch on the leaf of the plant – hence the name – then spreads down to rot the stem. It is bacterial. It is contagious. And it is causing a whole lot of trouble to the frozen foods firms.’


Nevertheless, they gave me the job and I moved from Norwich to London a month later. Being an ambitious young man, I wondered who were the Grade A reporters. I soon found out. They were the likes of Peter Woods, formerly of ITN and the original foot-in-the-door man of TV news. Prime Minister Harold Macmillan complained: ‘Whenever I open the door, there’s this huge man with a microphone!’ They covered the big bank robberies in Wood Green and Lambeth. I covered the small bank robberies. They did the big fires. I did the small fires. They asked questions on the Prime Minister’s doorstep. I interviewed junior ministers at the Queen’s Building in Heathrow on their return from insignificant overseas missions. They were inside Parliament. I was outside it. They were covering the lying-in-state of Winston Churchill in the Great Hall of Westminster. I was freezing with the crowds on Lambeth Bridge. They were in the Congo for the civil war and the secession of Katanga. I was at Ascot to report on the fashions of Ladies’ Day. There was a perennial celebrity there, a Mrs Shilling, who made sure of her press coverage by wearing a hat made entirely of newspaper cuttings. I went on from there in March 1966 to report the theft of the World Cup trophy, which was retrieved by a dog called Pickles. It was because of the trespasses of Peter Woods that Number 10 eventually penned the press behind a barrier on the far side of the street. He was also the father of Justin Webb, a considerable broadcaster himself. I had to replace Justin once in Bosnia, in circumstances more dangerous for me than they were for him. If you have been around long enough, everything connects.


You know where you come from, but have no idea where you’re going to until you have got there, by which time it is too late to take the road less travelled. The world changed beyond recognition and TV news changed with it. It became a player, not a peep-show, and a shaper of our impressions of people and politics. Anything could happen and did. I moved on to eighteen wars and more than a hundred countries, and even served for a term in the surrogate war zone of the House of Commons. But it started with the bean harvest, the Ascot hats and the dog called Pickles.


The chapters that follow are based on the news despatches, documents and diaries of the time. They are the memoirs, reflections and conclusions of a Grade B reporter. If only, I sometimes wondered, I could have made it to Grade A.










1. Once a Soldier


The family was military on my mother’s side and literary on my father’s. It included a brigadier, a director of music of the Band of the Life Guards, the news editor of the London Observer and the founder of The Times crossword puzzle.


The two strands connected in the Second World War. My uncle the Brigadier, who was a German-speaker in military intelligence, assured us that the flat lands of Suffolk would be squarely in the path of the German Panzer divisions in the event of an invasion, which he thought likely. We therefore left as evacuees to Grayrigg in Westmorland, remote from the war and beyond the reach of Panzers and Luftwaffe. We sometimes forget what a close run thing that was. My father Adrian Bell, the crossword puzzle king, was also an accomplished author who wrote with a battered old typewriter and an even older quill pen. His first book, Corduroy, was a widely read celebration of farming in Suffolk before its mechanisation, which he lamented. Many soldiers carried the paperback Penguin version to the war in their kitbags as a reminder of the England that they thought they were fighting for, although it was already vanishing when he wrote about it and his book was in a sense its epitaph. Whatever else they left behind they kept Corduroy, even on the march from Dunkirk to a German prison camp. He kept in the drawer of an oak chest an envelope full of postcards and letters marked Kriegsgefangenenpost from British POWs in Germany, and others from Italy and even Singapore. His book about farming in Westmorland, Sunrise to Sunset, was translated into German. After his death in 1980, Harry Hespe, a former POW in Changi Jail, wrote to me that he had learned whole passages of Corduroy by heart. My father lifted his spirits: ‘Nightly his writings transported me in memory from a bug-ridden prison cell to the cool English countryside.’


We returned to Suffolk when the threat of invasion receded slightly. My father, who was not a military man (too young for one war, too old for the other), joined a group called the Land Defence Volunteers, a predecessor of Dad’s Army. He recalled later that they had practised standing beside barricades of farm wagons brandishing pitchforks and shotguns, preparing to delay the Germans long enough for their families to escape. They were also instructed to look out for German paratroopers. ‘To cope with these,’ wrote a company commander in Lavenham, ‘we defend our villages and have our patrols out just before daylight and after daylight.’ Defensive lines were established between concrete blockhouses that are still standing but overgrown. The railway line was to be blocked by iron struts provided by the Royal Engineers.


The officers were the landowners and the other ranks the farm labourers. My father was a bit of both: his Brick Kiln Farm near Beccles was 89 acres of heavy clay and he worked it hard. Enlisted in the Land Defence Volunteers and armed with his shotgun, he dissociated himself from a group of country writers with pro-German sympathies. These included Henry Williamson, author of Tarka the Otter, who was briefly arrested and interned. Like many others, Williamson never recovered from his experiences in the trenches in the Great War of 1914–18. He had witnessed the Christmas truce of 1914 and held an unshakeable belief in Anglo-German friendship. Another was Rolf Gardiner, founder of a group called Kinship in Husbandry and father of the conductor John Eliot Gardiner.


My own part in the war effort, as an eight-year-old, was to look out for spies, to admire the searchlights over the airfields – Suffolk and Norfolk were like a great aircraft carrier for the US Air Force – and (without telling anyone) to search the fields and ditches for unexploded munitions.


German pilots turning back from bombing raids over the Midlands used to lighten their loads by dumping them on the open spaces of East Anglia. The roadside trees had metal notices nailed to them warning us of the danger of butterfly bombs, cluster munitions that would disperse as they fell, scattering bomblets across the fields. Fortunately I never found any. The abolition of cluster bombs and anti-personnel mines was among my later causes as an MP.


One of our neighbours was Field Marshal Sir Claude Auchinleck, former commander of the Eighth Army in North Africa and (after the fall of Tobruk and his dismissal by Churchill) the Indian Army. The Auk, as we called him, was also the man who, together with General Bill Slim, turned around the fortunes of the ‘forgotten’ Fourteenth Army from defeat to victory in Burma. He was not only among the best of the generals but one of the few who never wrote his memoirs; he quietly retired to live with his sister in Beccles. He and my father and a mysterious ‘Count Baxendale’ who lived in the same street were drinking companions in the Cambridge Inn, where their host was the one-legged landlord Harry Young. All they had in common was a fondness for each other’s company and for Harry’s beer. My father was a master of unconsidered trifles: he could pluck an idea from a conversation and turn it into an eight hundred word meditation for his weekly column in the Eastern Daily Press. Whenever I eavesdropped, the discussions at the Cambridge were not about the Auk’s extraordinary past, but about the river, the weather and traffic congestion in the Waveney Valley. My father was a practical mystic who ploughed his fields, and dreamed his dreams as he did so: when asked about his politics, he said, ‘I am on the side of those who cultivate their gardens.’ The Auk had a flagpole beside his house in Northgate, and every morning he raised the family flag, which looked remarkably like one of my father’s crossword puzzles. When the Field Marshal was in India, one of the units under his command was the 2nd Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment, which he greatly admired. This was the Regiment that I joined in 1957.


It was not done out of enthusiasm for soldiering. These were the years of National Service and I had no choice in the matter. So overnight I became Private 23398941 Bell M of the Suffolk Regiment. I completed the ten weeks of basic training at Gibraltar Barracks in Bury St Edmunds. The massive red brick Keep, which is all that remains of it now, housed the offices of the Officer Commanding and the Adjutant, the Quartermaster’s store, the guard room and the coal store. The coal was painted white for a reason. If any of it was pilfered, the Quartermaster Sergeant would know immediately.


I had never been shouted at before, and it seemed that anyone with the badge of authority on his sleeve had the right to shout at me and did so regularly, not only on the parade ground, but wherever he could find me. There would be no escape until demob. The first of many warlords in my life was Jack Gingell, Regimental Sergeant Major of the regiment’s 1st Battalion, who served in Palestine, Cyprus and later Bury St Edmunds. He had a voice like a megaphone and the ground shook when he drilled on it. Even the officers were terrified of him. They were a somewhat mixed bunch. The Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Bertie Bevan, was like Captain Mainwaring minus the social skills. I looked back on army life, without nostalgia, as the proliferation of all things uncivilised. When I was demobbed, the certificate of discharge signed by his successor, Lieutenant Colonel Malcolm Dewar, described my military conduct as ‘very good’. The RSM would have taken issue with that. I still have nightmares about him.


From October 1957 to May 1959 I was an OR (other rank) in the Battalion in Cyprus, having spectacularly fallen short of becoming an officer when I failed the intelligence test, not just once but twice. It was clear to the presiding Brigadier in Westbury, and even to me, that I was just not officer material. It was the first of life’s fences that I fell at and did me no end of good. I started as a private soldier and rose eventually to the rank of Acting Sergeant, complete with its trappings of silver-topped pace-stick and red sash, in the campaign to defeat the rebels of EOKA.


Cyprus had been acquired by Britain from Turkey as a protectorate in 1878. It later became a colony and slept in the sun until April 1955, when the insurgents of EOKA, the National Organisation of Cypriot Fighters, staged an armed uprising against their British rulers. The population was eighteen per cent Turkish and we in the Suffolks spent much of our time putting down riots in the Turkish quarter of Nicosia. The counter-insurgency campaign ultimately failed, although when we sailed away from Limassol on the troopship Dilwara in May 1959, under the cover of a constitutional agreement, we were congratulated by the Governor and led to believe that we had contributed to a lasting settlement. But it was the best education that I ever had.


The first lesson was about fieldcraft, which is the art of staying alive in dangerous places. I had no idea at the time how useful it would be in a career that started in the ditches of Vietnam and ended in the trenches of Bosnia. It makes quite a difference in a war zone to go into it knowing the uses of dead ground, and which kinds of cover will stop a high velocity bullet and which will not. It is the application of common sense to life-threatening situations. Map-reading can come in handy too. So can battlefield first aid. The gifted film-maker Tim Hetherington, creator of Restrepo, the documentary masterpiece about Afghanistan that I introduced in the West End in December 2010, died in Libya six months later because he had no one with him who knew how to bind up a wound.


War-zone reporting required fieldcraft plus: never enter no man’s land, never cease asking minefield questions, always have an escape route open, agree among yourselves what risks to take and not to take – and when you have done the business get the hell out as fast as you can. I knew some who lingered too long and who paid with their lives. Or, in the worst case, others paid for them, as happened most tragically in Afghanistan. Soldiers do not enjoy having to risk their lives by rescuing journalists from scrapes that they have got themselves into.


Having been a soldier was useful too in the Gulf in 1991, when the Army adopted the practice of embedding, which meant going to war with the press alongside them in the order of battle. I already knew such basics as that a soldier in the Parachute Regiment is called a ‘Tom’ (as in Thomas Atkins). I did not have to ask the difference between direct and indirect fire, a battalion and a brigade, a colonel and a lieutenant colonel, or an armoured personnel carrier and a tank. I was at least semi-trained. My intrepid cameraman at the time, and later in Bosnia, was Nigel Bateson, who had seen active service with the South African Army in Namibia. He too could relate to soldiers, having been one. One of his techniques was to tell them how ugly they were (he was no beauty himself). So we started off on the front foot.


Lesson two was about people. I had led too sheltered a life till then. Soldiering in general and the RSM in particular shook me up and brought me face to face with the real world. It taught me too that leadership is not about giving orders: it is about earning trust and respect. I applied this many years later in Sarajevo, where I ran the BBC team like an infantry section, of which I as an ex-corporal was only the nominal leader. There were only four of us, the correspondent myself, the cameraman Nigel, the videotape editor Carl and the interpreter Anamarija who called herself, with reason, our ‘wicked witch’. We worked together and were totally dependent on each other, as if it was a matter of life and death, which it sometimes was. I would even say that we loved each other. I loved the mountainous South African as much as the beautiful Croat. The Army teaches togetherness. It does not believe in ‘jacking’, which means wandering off and doing your own thing. You succeed together or you fail together. The same applies to television. In spite of the pressures, or perhaps because of them, we had the time of our lives. It was not in any of the training manuals like Staff Duties in the Field, but the Army taught me about teamwork. You become firm friends with people in wartime who, in peacetime, you would cross the street to avoid. A French radio reporter in Sarajevo, Paul Marchand, had a sign on the back of his battered old soft-skinned car that said: ‘Don’t shoot, you will waste your bullets – I’m immortal!’ Sadly, it did not work for him. He was wounded during the war and took his own life after it.


Lesson three was that the British Army has an ingrained suspicion of charismatic officers. Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Campbell of the Suffolk Regiment was not only an outstanding soldier but an established author. Someone who knew him well observed: ‘Larger-than-life characters like Arthur do not come along very often.’ He had written a lightly fictionalised account of the British campaign in Malaya in the 1950s, Jungle Green, which was an instant best-seller. He was then commissioned by Field Marshal Sir John Harding, Governor of Cyprus, to write a book about the Cyprus campaign, which Harding thought he was winning. Campbell did so in six months. By the time he had finished it Harding had been replaced by a diplomat, Sir Hugh Foot, who ordered the total suppression of the book on the grounds that it would impede a settlement. It was called Flaming Cassock (an unflattering reference to the Greek Cypriot leader Archbishop Makarios) and lay in limbo under lock and key until I finally obtained it under the Freedom of Information Act in 2014. After an incident that had nothing to do with his soldiering, Arthur Campbell was let go at the rank of full colonel. A similar fate happened more than thirty years later to Lieutenant Colonel Bob Stewart, Commanding Officer of the 1st Battalion the Cheshire Regiment in Bosnia. He spoke his mind too freely and appeared too much on television (my fault entirely). He too left the Army and started anew. He is now the Conservative MP for Beckenham, resting on a comfortable majority. And he does not have to deal with brigadiers and generals, or Balkan warlords, but only with his party’s Deputy Chief Whip whom he cheerfully ignores. Officers who make waves make enemies, and are rewarded with early retirement. It is the ticks-in-the-boxes types who rise to the top and end up with frock coats and knighthoods and peerages.


Lesson four was that hammers don’t build houses: the indiscriminate use of force not only fails to deliver the results expected of it, but actually defeats its own purposes. In Cyprus an army of thirty-five thousand men trained in counter-insurgency, including myself, failed to put down a force of no more than two hundred lightly armed rebels, most of them hiding in caves and mine-shafts, and many of them escapees from British custody. Even our prisons were porous. Some of the most dangerous EOKA fighters had escaped from Kyrenia Castle by knotting sheets together and climbing down them. We soldiers did not fail through lack of effort. We did all that we were ordered to and more; the problem was that the strategy was mistaken and the orders were dumb. We cordoned and searched the villages comprehensively: it was called ‘village-bashing’. We benighted the towns with our curfews. We paralysed the transport system with our roadblocks. We imposed collective punishments on whole communities. In July 1958 we held the entire island under lockdown for forty-eight hours for the big push, which was supposed to deliver victory, called Operation Matchbox. We interned more than three thousand Greek Cypriots of military age and some who were younger. All we achieved was to alienate the people we were trying to win over and to recruit for our enemy. Even as a thoughtless young soldier I described it in one of my letters home as ‘armed repression’. We were fighting blind because of lack of intelligence (in both senses) and deaf because of our useless high frequency radios. One of our generals concluded when it was over that campaigns of this kind could not be won by ‘an assault on the ordinary people’. The motto of the security forces was ‘firmness with courtesy’. Governor Harding lamented that battlefield discipline was weak and that it was in the nature of the young national servicemen to overdo the courtesy and fail in firmness. We conscripts believed that our officers – all of them regulars except the subalterns – were failing in courtesy and overdoing the firmness.


I was trained in anti-riot drill too and riots were everyday events in the summer of 1958. My role, which I fortunately never had to put into practice, was to raise my rifle to the shoulder and shoot the rooftop bombers. But charging at crowds and holding up banners saying ‘Disperse or we fire’ did nothing to win them over. Governor Harding himself noted: ‘Shooting at unarmed crowds creates bitterness and anger out of all proportion to the casualties inflicted.’ A document from the files of the Colonial Secretary in 1956 noted that we had particular difficulty with groups of schoolgirls. We were expected to admire the example of the wife of the Regimental Sergeant Major of the Royal Inniskillings: ‘She was set on, while shopping, by a crowd of girls. She laid about them with her shopping bag which was loaded with tins from the NAAFI. After she had floored five the crowd dispersed. This method is recommended only to individuals in dire straits.’


Lesson five was that military formations are of uneven quality. This is true between armies, as anyone who has seen a multinational force in action will testify. It also applies within armies, the British Army being no exception. The Suffolks were a steady and reliable county regiment, which was why we were assigned to the cauldron of the capital. The Scots and Irish, Paras and Marines, were deployed in less inhabited areas where they could live up to their reputations and do less damage. No doubt that they were tougher than we were, but we were not saints either. When our D Company searched Kykko Monastery, where Archbishop Makarios had trained for the priesthood, all did not go exactly as it should have done. After the search was over, the Orthodox Church complained that the Archbishop’s grandfather clock was missing. One of the platoon commanders objected that so large an object could not possibly have been stolen; besides, it was standard practice after an operation for the soldiers to be searched by their officers. Then he took the precaution of visiting the company lines, which were the tents where his soldiers lived. He found them putting the clock back together. It was disposed of in the DTLs (deep trench latrines). A set of ornate church vestments met a similar fate.


A contemporary who was a subaltern in the Welch Regiment was aware that a soldier in his platoon had a bit of a past, or what is now called a ‘back story’. One day on stand-by duty the man confided in him: ‘Sir, I’ve done two years in Wormwood Scrubs and one in the Army. Give me the Scrubs any time. At least you gets your kip.’ The same subaltern, wishing to distinguish the Welch from the Royal Marines, who had a similar cap badge and had preceded them in the town of Rizokarpaso, had the name LLANFAIRPWLLGWYNGYLLGOGERYCHWYRNDROBWLLLLANTYSILIOGOGOGOCH painted in red on the school to proclaim the difference. It got him into trouble with his Commanding Officer but made the point: all units are not the same.


It applied too to the later emergency in Northern Ireland. The Suffolks’ successor regiment, the Royal Anglians, were ordered by the Commander Land Forces to serve a second tour in East Tyrone because he did not want the Paras to go back there. The Paras had a fearsome reputation. They have many fine soldierly qualities, but a flair for winning the hearts and minds of the people is not invariably one of them.


I also developed a longstanding and regrettable prejudice against the Guards. In the summer of 1958, when one of our rifle companies was outnumbered by a crowd of missile-throwing Turks in Nicosia, we called for reinforcements. They duly arrived in the form of the Grenadier Guards, whose initial response was not to join us in engaging the Turks but to hold a drill parade in the courtyard of the Central Police Station. We could not believe it. Many years later in Bosnia, the Coldstream Guards were the only British battalion under the UN mandate that we had difficulty dealing with. They were a breed apart and seemed to regard not only the press, but other regiments and corps and attached arms on whom they depended, with a measure of suspicion. ‘The good thing about being in a battalion,’ said one, ‘is that you can look inward and don’t have to worry about the world outside.’ The Army is an assembly of tribes, some more exclusive than others. The regimental system is both its strength and its weakness.


Sir Thomas Browne was surely not thinking of the Guards, but the line infantry, when he wrote that he would ‘honour those tattered and contemptible regiments that will die at the command of a sergeant’.


Lesson six was never hesitate to second-guess your orders. To have questioned them as a soldier would have earned me a spell of jankers (regimental field punishment), or worse in the Military Corrective Training Centre that was the Army’s jail in Nicosia. When I ventured to amend a signal because I thought it would make more sense the Adjutant told me: ‘The trouble with you, Corporal Bell, is that you think too much!’ I did then and still do. But many of the orders I had to obey were daft and counter-productive. When I received similar instructions as a foreign correspondent, I either ignored them, or pretended I had no knowledge of them, or (which was easy under the opaque John Birt regime) that I had not understood a word of them. Some of the most redundant were about health and safety. We were ordered not to take unnecessary risks, but in the real world you don’t know whether a risk is necessary or unnecessary until after you have taken it, by which time it is too late. My much missed colleague Brian Barron, with cameraman Eric Thirer, could have scrambled along with certain eminent colleagues aboard American helicopters from the Embassy roof in Saigon in 1975. Instead he disobeyed orders and filed a memorable report on the North Vietnamese tanks breaking into the grounds of the Presidential Palace. The great reporters, from William Howard Russell to James Cameron to Charles Wheeler to Brian Barron himself, shared a certain bloody-mindedness. The former Defence Secretary Denis Healey observed: ‘I have rarely found soldiers, sailors and airmen to be as bloody-minded as journalists and politicians.’


The final and most important lesson was that governments, including democratic governments, cannot be relied upon to be truthful or even competent. First the failure, then the cover-up: that is how it goes. There cannot be military solutions to political problems: there can only be political solutions to political problems. The death or glory boys invariably get it wrong. In mid-emergency in Cyprus, and against a flood-tide of evidence to the contrary, the Colonial Secretary Alan Lennox-Boyd, who was a raffish character from the right and imperialist wing of his party, declared: ‘I cannot believe any responsible statesman, faced with having to find a solution to this intractable problem, could have come to wiser decisions than have Her Majesty’s Government.’ But the decisions, so far from being wise, were incoherent and disastrous and had the most far-reaching consequences.


The Cyprus Independence Agreements of 1959, negotiated in Zurich and London, were flawed and fragile and ultimately doomed to fail. Nor did the United Kingdom, as one of their guarantors, honour its guarantees when the entire house of cards collapsed with the Turkish invasion in 1974. Long before then, between 1955 and 1959, the people of Cyprus were badly let down both by the British government and by the Army in which I served. Our failure was collective and calamitous. A striking example, drawn from recently declassified documents, was the Geunyeli massacre of 1958. I am proud to have been a soldier, but we surely should have done better than we did. This was the turning point.


 










2. Geunyeli


It was the most notorious and consequential of the attacks by one community on the other. As word of it spread it was known to us soldiers as the Geunyeli massacre. Only to the refined minds of the Colonial Office was it the Geunyeli ‘incident’. The Suffolks were not immediately involved in it, since it occurred in the area next to ours and was patrolled by the Royal Horse Guards and Grenadier Guards. But we were on the fringe of it, dealing with a simultaneous (and maybe diversionary) riot by the Turks in Nicosia. Looking back on it now, I see it as the pivotal event in the whole emergency. It was so sensitive politically that the Colonial Office file on it was declassified only in 2013.


Demonstrations in Nicosia and Geunyeli, a large Turkish village just outside it, were set off by an announcement by the Turkish government, on 8 June 1958, that it had reached a full and mature decision to bring about the partition of Cyprus. The two communities had already started separating. North east of the capital groups of young men armed with primitive weapons gathered to defend their own villages and sometimes to attack the other side’s. Turks set fire to Greek properties in Nicosia across the so-called ‘Mason-Dixon Line’. We had not trained as firefighters but learned to improvise with buckets and hosepipes. ‘Suffolks Turn Firemen’, said a headline in the local press.


I remember it as a time of maximum ‘flaps’ and ‘panics’. Those were my terms for having to grab a weapon at a moment’s notice and rush into town in the middle of the night in full service marching order. The Queen’s birthday parade was cancelled for the lack of troops available to take part in it. Too many of us were tied down on static guard duties, with not enough deployed outside Nicosia and able to patrol the flashpoints between Greek and Turkish villages. The overstretch applied particularly to the only truly mobile force on the island, the soldiers of the Royal Horse Guards who had to watch over 800 square miles of the Nicosia rural area. As the intercommunal violence increased they lived for days on end in their armoured vehicles. General Kendrew, the Director of Operations, noted that some of them had been without proper sleep for ninety hours on end and had not seen their base camp for three weeks. This had consequences.


On 12 June a patrol of B Squadron the Royal Horse Guards came upon a group of thirty-five Greeks from Kondemenos hiding in a ditch near the Turkish quarter of the mixed village of Skylloura. General Sir Roger Bower, Commander-in-Chief Middle East Land Forces, said later: ‘The cause of the affair was the unlawful and aggressive movement of Greek armed groups.’1 The men were arrested and escorted eastwards towards the Turkish village of Geunyeli. Somewhere on open ground north of the village they were released and told to find their own way home. Cornet Baring of the Royal Horse Guards immediately set up a roadblock to prevent their pursuit by Turks from Geunyeli ‘armed with clubs, sticks, pieces of iron and every possible weapon’. But somewhere along the road to Kondemenos the Greeks were ambushed by other Turks. Eight were killed and five were seriously injured.


The matter was highly charged politically because it was not an attack by one community on the other that the security forces had failed to prevent. It was an attack in which the security forces had played a part, however inadvertent. The practice of dropping people off at remote locations to find their own way home was not to be found in any of the internal security manuals, but had been improvised by the troops on the ground, at battalion and company level, as a method of dealing with suspected trouble-makers. Archbishop Makarios, still in exile the international voice of the Greek Cypriots, accused the British of intentionally leading the Greeks to their deaths. The lawyers for the victims’ families said the soldiers had shown ‘reckless indifference’.


The day after the murders Governor Foot visited Geunyeli and cabled the Colonial Office: ‘feeling runs high and rumours spread so quickly that there is a danger of further disorder breaking out at any time. It may be that we have to face a considerable period of something like civil war between the two communities.’ According to the recently declassified Colonial Office and Foreign Office files, he was especially troubled by the accusation that the British had led the Greeks into a death trap. So three days later he announced a judicial inquiry, to be conducted by Sir Paget Bourke, the Chief Justice of Cyprus, ‘To investigate and to determine the facts concerning the incidents that occurred at or near the village of Geunyeli on Thursday 12 June 1958 in the course of which certain persons lost their lives and others were injured.’


The Inquiry began on 18 June and ended on 28 June 1958. It was closed to the press and public, but the Governor promised that its conclusions would be published. The understanding was that they would be published in full. It heard evidence from the security forces and from civilian witnesses and survivors. According to a cable sent to the Colonial Office during the hearings, the Acting Commanding Officer of the Royal Horse Guards was asked about the practice of ‘giving a ride’ to suspected law-breakers. ‘He said that the system of making people walk home was not a lawful practice but had been done from time to time to teach someone a very small lesson for something done which should not be overlooked but could not be taken to court.’


The Officer Commanding B Squadron, Major Roy Redgrave (nephew of the actor Sir Michael Redgrave and later a major general), said he had received orders from his controller in the Central Police Station, which was beset by rioters (with whom the Suffolks were dealing), not to allow the Greeks into Nicosia but to take them out of town and make them walk home. He said that he had decided that this should take place to the north of Geunyeli and gave his reasons for considering this to be a suitable place. A Corporal of Horse (Sergeant) objected close to the point of mutiny, but was overruled. Major Redgrave said in evidence: ‘They had been bad boys – and not for a moment would I have taken them back to the place where I had arrested them.’ The Corporal of Horse was mentioned in despatches.


The timing was unfortunate. The Royal Horse Guards were assigned to the area only a day before the murders outside Geunyeli. They were therefore not familiar with it. Major Redgrave believed that the neighbouring village of Aghurda was Greek. It was actually Turkish. He told the Chief Legal Counsel for the Attorney General, who cross-examined him, that he could not have been expected to know the ethnicity of all the villages in the area. The Army’s failure in Cyprus was above all, from start to finish, a failure of intelligence.


As soon as Sir Paget Bourke’s report was circulated in Nicosia and London in early July 1958, it sent shudders up colonial spines and a period of intrigue and recrimination set in. The Colonial Secretary Alan Lennox-Boyd objected in the strongest possible terms to its publication: ‘The document is undoubtedly a report of which, if published, damaging use could be made by ill-intentioned people.’ J.D. Higham, a senior Colonial Office official, wrote on 9 July: ‘The initial War Office reaction is one of some distress that publication should be necessary . . . the effect on the morale of the security forces in general and the Royal Horse Guards in particular . . . will be bad . . . The statement that sticks out like a sore thumb is that the course adopted by the security forces was, in the Chief Justice’s opinion, unlawful.’2


The commotion was caused by the report’s paragraph thirty-eight. In it the Chief Justice not only described the practice of ‘taking for a ride’ as unlawful; he also said: ‘The only conclusion I can reach is that the course adopted was unimaginative and ill-considered.’


The Army, who were outraged, demanded that the whole paragraph be deleted on the grounds that it was unfair to them. They were overstretched at the time and unable to deal adequately with both the campaign of violence by EOKA and the simultaneous intercommunal clashes between Greeks and Turks. In a letter to the Governor on 21 October the Commander-in-Chief Middle East Land Forces objected that to have taken the Greeks back to their village would have been to admit that they had been unjustly arrested, and would have undermined confidence in the security forces at a critical time. Lennox-Boyd was emphatic in his support of the ‘walking home method’ of dealing with trouble-makers, even though his Permanent Under-Secretary had never heard of it. Neither had two of the most senior police officers on the island. On 5 August the Chief Justice was summoned to a meeting at the Colonial Office and put under the strongest pressure to change his paragraph thirty-eight. According to the minutes of the meeting, ‘Sir Paget Bourke said that the remainder of the paragraph formed part of his findings and he could not agree to its deletion.’ Governor Foot was on the side of the Chief Justice: he did not wish to dissent from the report because he agreed with it. This drew yet another rebuke from the Colonial Secretary: ‘I am at a loss to see how the Governor could possibly agree to this.’ A Colonial Office official noted: ‘The Governor does not share the liking of the two Secretaries of State for the practice of “taking a ride.”’3 But on 2 August the Governor told the Colonial Office that he too would try to persuade the Chief Justice to ‘agree to the deletion of his opinion regarding lawlessness’.4


The arguments dragged on through the autumn of 1958. Greek Cypriots complained vociferously about the delay in publication and wondered what it might portend. What it portended was a classic – and ultimately disreputable – British compromise. At some point in October or early November 1958 Sir Paget Bourke, while insisting that the whole of his paragraph thirty-eight should still stand, allowed the contested passages to be omitted from the published report, on the grounds that they were not findings but opinions. Also omitted (from paragraph thirty-two) was a summary of Major Redgrave’s evidence. In this way the contested passages were both part of his report and not part of his report. The machinery of colonial government had done its business.


The Royal Horse Guards considered themselves exonerated: ‘In the confusion, three contradictory statements being put out by the wireless, the Greeks thought that we had done it on purpose. His Excellency the Governor, therefore, very wisely ordered an Inquiry by the Chief Justice. In his report the Chief Justice said that this wild and monstrous allegation was completely unfounded, and absolved the Regiment of blame.’5 In his original report, of course, he did nothing of the kind.


After a further delay caused by a United Nations debate, the report was laid before the House of Commons on 9 December 1958. Its altered paragraph thirty-eight included a statement by the Chief Justice that he had been asked by the military to conclude that their actions at Geunyeli had been reasonable. He wrote: ‘I am unable to do so. The fact is that a party of Greeks arrested as intending attackers of Turks was put down and compelled, at a time of great tenseness of intercommunal feeling, to walk across Turkish property, away from a Turkish village, but in the general direction of a Turkish hamlet, and out of sight of the security forces remaining on the Kyrenia road.’ The transcripts of evidence remained classified.


The Greeks complained of a whitewash – and indeed there was a whitewash, though they had no means of knowing the nature and extent of it. The report, which was supposedly a full account of the Chief Justice’s findings, did not include his conclusion that ‘taking for a ride’ was unlawful, or that the actions taken by the security forces in Geunyeli were unimaginative and ill-considered.


The Greeks felt aggrieved and betrayed; and the Turks were up in arms, both literally and figuratively. Six days after the murders sixty-nine prominent Turkish Cypriots signed a petition to the Governor, citing a series of attacks on Turks and claiming that six hundred Greek Cypriot killers were still at large. They concluded: ‘Only the Turks can save the Turks of Cyprus. The above-mentioned events are the best proof of the fact that Turks and Greeks can no longer live together in Cyprus.’6


Cyprus became independent two years later, and the slide from Independence to partition took fourteen years. The ill-considered steps along the way included an economic blockade of the Turks by the Greeks and the establishment by the Turks of a separate administration with its own municipal services in their quarter of Nicosia. The blockade denied the Turks such ‘strategic materials’ as petrol and concrete. Their cars were resting on wooden blocks and their refugee shelters were tractor sheds or houses made of mud bricks. They had abandoned a hundred of their outlying villages. The Greek Cypriots offered them some concessions in a programme of ‘pacification’, but these did not apply to the autonomous Turkish quarter of Nicosia.


Arthur Campbell, formerly of the Suffolk Regiment, returned to the island as a civilian ten years after he left it as a soldier and noted: ‘There was nothing in the shops, children went bare-foot and half-naked. There was none of the gaiety and laughter and coffee house chatter so natural to the Cypriot.’ A young Turkish Cypriot told him: ‘I am taught to hate and not to love. I live with ignorance and not with learning. When will it all end?’


I revisited the island at about the same time, not as a soldier but as a reporter. On 13 January 1968 I interviewed Archbishop Makarios in the Presidential Palace. He called the Turkish move illegal. ‘We shall not use force; but we shall not allow the circulation of members of this administration outside the Turkish quarter of Nicosia.’ I asked him, was Cyprus moving inevitably towards partition? ‘Partition is not possible because the Turks do not live in a prescribed area. They are spread all over the island.’


He was wrong, of course. Partition was only too possible. To the question ‘When will it all end?’ the answer was in July 1974, after a botched coup against Makarios and the eight-day presidency of the assassin Nicos Sampson. The mainland Turks then invaded and the island has been partitioned and conflicted ever since. None of this had to happen. I am convinced to this day that it would not have happened if we soldiers, instead of chasing the shadows of an elusive enemy in the mountains, had done a better job of quelling the intercommunal disturbances on the plains.


This all occurred at the end of Empire and in the backwash of the Suez misadventure. The decolonisation of Cyprus was complicated by superpower politics, unhelpful interventions by Greece and Turkey and the supposed importance of the British Sovereign Base Areas. Cyprus, we were told by the Tory right, was as British as Gibraltar. But still the affair was not well handled, and we British have much to answer for. The Geunyeli massacre of Greeks by Turks and revenge killings of Turks by Greeks were never forgotten by either side. There was even a grim symmetry: sixty Greeks were killed and fifty-nine Turks. These murders, which we should have prevented, marked the end of the dream of a united, free and independent Cyprus.










3. Undertones of War


I have at home a copy of Edmund Blunden’s Undertones of War, one of the classic accounts of the Great War from 1914 to 1918. He served longer in the front lines than Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon and the other war poets except Isaac Rosenberg. He was lucky to survive, as Sassoon did and Owen and Rosenberg did not. He attributed his survival to his relatively small size: he said he made an ‘inconspicuous target’. He was a viscerally English character. At the front of his book he quoted Article xxxvii of the Articles of the Church of England: ‘It is lawful for Christian men, at the commandment of the Magistrate, to wear weapons, and to serve in the wars.’
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