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    Introduction 

      

    No year in recorded history can match 1945 in the press and span of events. That year, in which the greatest war yet fought came to an end, saw more changes overtake the lives of more people around the world than any other. But, such was the clutter of experience and news, that it did not always seem like that at the time. Each individual, the proverbial soldier on the battlefield, was usually conscious of nearby incident, all else belonging to a titanic background of conflict and turmoil. 

    The framework of this story is that of one young individual – myself – who wandered through some of the events and scenery more widely than most of his contemporaries. That I should be a war correspondent at the age of nineteen for the closing months of the Second World War, and should have seen the coming of peace from this privileged vantage-point, has enabled me to recall that year in visual and personal, as well as in historical, terms. 

    It was a poignant year, for its spring saw the zenith of the British Empire; even then, few imagined how soon sunset and twilight would follow. It was a time when the old attitudes of the British – the ethics, the conceits and, above all, the self-confidence – remained sharp and bright. For it was the British view of themselves, which so often infuriated others, that had enabled them to survive the war as victors. 

    I tell this story from what was my own lowly but wide-ranging point of view partly in the hope of conveying to those now the age I was then something of what it was like; also because, to embrace its full global sweep (instead of confining it to the British Isles, Europe and the United States), would have entailed a massive and impersonal book. My material comes from my own memory, from my published and unpublished reports, from my notes and my letters home, which were kept by my parents. I have sought out, and talked with, many whom I knew, or met, or came across as a journalist, in that year, whose own memories of an event could add depth to its recall. I have also drawn on contemporary newspaper and magazine reports and on the memoirs of several, whose experiences – usually at a considerably higher level – could complement my own. 

    A word of explanation as to how I became a war correspondent at this age seems necessary. I had joined the Navy at the age of seventeen but, having spent several months in hospital, in convalescence, and, later, a short spell at sea, was returned to civilian life in the autumn of 1944. During June of that year, while I was at sea in a small ship involved in the invasion of Normandy, I had had my ambition fired. Having spent much of my boyhood poring over Jane’s Fighting Ships, I was ordered to act as guide to a party of war correspondents who had embarked to watch the passage of troop convoys in the Channel. They proved delightful company and their job one to which I immediately aspired (as it happened, I was to work with one of them, Eric Phillips, a decade later when he and I covered military and naval affairs, respectively, for The Times). 

    On my return to civilian life, I decided, with the brash innocence of the young, to become a war correspondent. Having heard Edward Hulton, the proprietor of the magazine Picture Post, lecture at my school, I wrote to him, applying for such a job. He was, at that time, about to launch a new, weekly current affairs magazine, the Leader, its title that of a defunct magazine, which had to accompany its purchase for the use of its paper allowance. Its new editor, Charles Fenby, needed a junior editorial assistant, one cut above an office boy, and I was given the job at five guineas a week. Fenby was a kindly man and, when I was invited to visit Calais for a weekend by the British town major, whose daughter was a friend of mine, he agreed to sign a letter applying for the pass necessary to visit France. This was assumed by the War Office to be an application for a war correspondent’s licence and I was thereupon granted one. I did not return from the Continent for a week, having hitch-hiked to Brussels and beyond, and, on my return to London, my editor was astonished to see his truant youth wearing battledress and a war correspondent’s insignia. He seemed more amused than angry and, to my amazement, announced that, having visited the Continent for my own ends, I should continue to do so for the magazine. So, for the last three months of the war in Europe, I saw something of it with the Army and the Royal Navy, although – as will become apparent – the lowliness of my status meant that I trailed far in the wake of the correspondents I sought to emulate. 

    So, for helping me recall those days, and experiences of their own, I am grateful to my former colleagues – then infinitely senior to myself – in the press camps: Mr Charles Collingwood, Lord Bangor (then Edward Ward), Mr Bert Hardy, Mr Pieter Lessing, Mr Drew Middleton, Mr Desmond Tighe and Mr David Woodward. Those who had been in the armed forces and helped similarly were Commander John Casson, the Rev William S. Coffin, Mr Brian Connell, Mr John Grigg, Professor Eric Hobsbawm, Mr Richard Hough, Mr Gerard Mansell, Mr Arthur Marshall, Air Vice-Marshal S. W. B. Menaul, Lt-Col. Colin Mitchell, Mr Hugh Pond, Mr Philip Turner, Mr Stanley White, Mr Roy Wright and Mr John Yeoman. For sharing their memories of Fleet Street, I am grateful to Sir Tom Hopkinson, Mr Ronald Hyde, Sir Edward Pickering, Mr J. W. M. Thompson, Miss Kaye Webb and Mr Philip Zec; for talking about the theatre and films of the time: Miss Renée Asherson, Miss Hermione Gingold and Miss Joyce Redman. For recalling their memories of the general election of the year, I must thank Mr Michael Foot, Mr John Freeman, Mr Denis Healey, Lord Lever, Lord Mayhew, Lord Stewart, Lord Thorneycroft and Mr Woodrow Wyatt. In recalling aspects of life in London, I was generously helped by Mr John Bowers, Mr Don Cook, Miss Mary Glasgow, Mrs Helen Gleadow and the late Captain Cecil Townshend. I am grateful to Mrs Ernestine Carter for talking about the British Information Service in New York and to Mr Alistair Cooke for his memories of that city, of the birth of the United Nations at San Francisco and for evoking the mood and attitudes of 1945. 

    Foremost amongst the printed sources that I consulted were the files of my own magazine, the Leader. In the four years of its life under the editorship of Charles Fenby, it achieved a remarkable authority. Even in its first six months it had attracted Lesley Blanch, Tom Driberg, Herbert Farjeon, George Orwell and J. B. Priestley as regular contributors and also published articles by Cecil Day Lewis, Basil Liddell Hart, Gilbert Murray, Bertrand Russell, George Bernard Shaw and Osbert Sitwell. Eventually, it was thought to be too close a rival to Picture Post itself and there was a change of editor and policy; after several more editors in quick succession it was closed and its paper allocation given (under the more relaxed regulations) to a new magazine for children, the Eagle. 

    Mrs Maeve Peake kindly allowed me to quote from letters written by her husband in 1945; J. A. Graf Kielmansegg explained the mystery of ‘Leutnant Kurt von Kielmansegg’; Miss Judith Dagworthy of the Savoy Hotel helped with details of social life in London. My thanks are also due to the Director of the Imperial War Museum – and his predecessor, Dr Noble Frankland – and his staff (particularly Miss Penny Ritchie-Calder, Mr Terry Charman and Mr Ted Hine), and to the librarians and archivists of the British Library, the London Library and the Public Record Office. I am grateful to Mr Richard Ollard for his perceptive advice; to Mr Anthony Hern for reading the typescript and making useful comments; to Mr Charles Wintour and Mr Louis Kirby, editors of the Evening Standard and The Standard, respectively, for their encouragement; to my father, the late Guy Pocock, for teaching me to see history in terms of human behaviour and attitudes; and to my wife, Penny, for compiling the index, and, together with our children, Laura and Hannah, for their understanding when my thoughts were thirty-eight years away. 

    Tom Pocock 

    Chelsea, 1983. 

   





   

      

    Chapter One 

      

    At breakfast in Miss Jolly’s lodging-house, the mood and conversation were dictated by the number and proximity of explosions during the preceding night and the morning’s news of the war. Miss Jolly herself was far too busy in the steam of her tiny, subterranean kitchen to bother with a radio, as she would constantly point out, so the news would be brought down to the basement parlour by Mr Harthan, the probation officer, or Mr Smith, the commercial artist. 

    We, the other lodgers at 54 Oakley Street, would have heard the muffled voice of the news-reader through the walls of the tall Victorian house in Chelsea and had become adept at assessing its tone. At Christmas there had been sombre, measured speech announcing the unexpected German offensive in the Ardennes and its eruption across Belgium towards Antwerp. Now, the tones were more confident as the enemy was contained and counter-attacks launched, as was only to be expected by us once Field-Marshal Montgomery was taking a direct part. Almost every morning, a brisk voice would tell us that Bomber Command had been out in force again last night; then there would be a pause before the slow, solemn report of the number of aircraft missing. If this were more than about thirty – with more than two hundred young men lost – we would tend to eat our scrambled egg-powder and toast silently before departing for work. 

    On this Wednesday morning, 3rd January, 1945, the news had been good and our mood cheerful. The Americans had relieved the beleaguered garrison of Bastogne and there was an interview with its commander, Brigadier McAuliffe, who had rebuffed the German demand to surrender with the cheeky (and, we felt, slightly vulgar) reply, ‘Nuts.’ The number of aircraft lost by the Luftwaffe in their attacks on Allied airfields on the first day of the year was given as three hundred and sixty-four, a claim we thought exaggerated and, years later, found had been wildly so. The Russians had reached Budapest. 

    So this morning there was an exchange of banter with Miss Jolly and her sister Nora. They were tiny women in late middle-age, just too genteel to be considered cockneys, although Miss Jolly had, from long hours in the kitchen and toiling up and down the seven flights of stairs to make beds and occasionally dust the rooms, the pale, strained, sinewy look of a working-class Londoner. Her younger sister, on the other hand, had bright eyes and round, rosy cheeks beneath her grey fringe of hair, because it was she, who, with an enormous wicker shopping-basket on her arm, would be sent daily up to the shops of the King’s Road and sometime to the Food Office to see about their lodgers’ ration-books. 

    Our gentle teasing of them often concerned their pantheon of heroes and heroines, whose portraits on picture-postcards, or clipped from newspapers, were displayed like icons along the shelves of the massive wooden dresser in the parlour. Here were Noël Coward and Ivor Novello; four photographs of Field-Marshal Montgomery, a dozen of Winston Churchill and seven of the King and Queen with ‘The Little Princesses’. Set apart from these, as a sign of mourning, was a glossy postcard showing the late Duke of Kent, killed in an air crash early in the war, with Princess Marina on their wedding day. 

    She had seen, and waved at, all of them from crowds at stage-door, or along processional way, and so considered that she had established a direct and personal relationship with each. She had her villains, too, as would become apparent whenever a new lodger marvelled at having to pay only £2 a week for a shabby, but comfortable, room, breakfast and supper six nights a week. 

    ‘It’s old Hitler,’ she would explain. ‘He wants me to put up my rent. But I won’t do it, not to please him.’ 

    The air raid warnings, which wailed from the siren by Albert Bridge, the throb of enemy aero-engines, the foundation-shaking explosions and window rattlings were all part of Hitler’s attempts to disrupt the orderly pattern of life at 54 Oakley Street, as she saw it. Of the thirty thousand people who had remained in the six hundred and sixty acres of Chelsea throughout the war – far fewer at times of the heaviest air attacks – more than five hundred had already been killed by enemy bombardment and there were doubtless more to go. 

    Now enemy bombers were rare but since the last June – just after the Allies had landed in Normandy – London had been under attack by robot weapons: the V1 flying-bomb and the V2 rocket. Already, the former had killed about six thousand. Although Chelsea had been one of the most heavily-bombed boroughs during the earlier, conventional attacks by aircraft, it had, so far, suffered only one ‘incident’ – as these cataclysmic explosions were officially described – caused by a V1, when more than a hundred American soldiers were killed in their quarters in Lower Sloane Street, and none, as yet, by a V2. 

    Yet such a disaster seemed only a matter of time. Around the corner in Cheyne Walk, James Lees-Milne, an authority on historic buildings with the National Trust, noted in his diary, ‘There is little doubt, so the Chelsea people maintain, that they are getting their eye in. But they, the V2s, have no eye and surely no mind either, being launched hundreds of miles away. Certainly they are increasing. They make my windows rattle in a horrible sort of concussion, which is disturbing. No anti-aircraft device can stop, or arrest, them. Therefore, if the war continues through this year, I do not see how, considering their numbers and wide range, they cannot fail to get most of us in the end. They are perpetual swords of Damocles over the head.’ 

    When the rockets had begun to drop out of the stratosphere in November they had provided a new talking point: were they, or were they not, preferable, to the flying-bombs? At first, generally, they were. The noisy little jet engines of the V1 dragged a rake across the nerves as the sudden silence that announced its plunge to earth was awaited. But the V2 arrived without warning; there was the explosion and it was all over; one either survived or did not, and there was nothing to be done to avert the one fate or the other. Then the rockets had been arriving in London more frequently. Since September, when the bombardment of south-east England and the capital had begun, the number exploding in London each month had never exceeded a hundred. But, in January, the total had been one hundred and fourteen and the rate of fire was being maintained. 

    So, on this morning as on every morning, as I opened the front-door of Miss Jolly’s lodging-house and walked down the tiled steps into Oakley Street, I was aware of the sky. This was no longer the sheltering bowl of blue, grey or cloud-patterns that it had seemed in my childhood. Since the bombers had gone it was less dramatic but even more threatening. Then, there might be high condensation-trails and freckles of shell-bursts from horizon to horizon, and when the balloon barrage was on high, London might have a surreal ceiling of perhaps five hundred balloons shining silver in the sun atop their steel cables. But now the sky was likely to be empty. But the senses remained alert and, here by the Thames, a wheeling seagull or a backfiring exhaust could make the nerve-ends jump. 

    The river flowed east, towards the City and the docks, one hundred yards from our door, and upstream and downstream stood the power-stations and the bridges (one of these a temporary wooden structure recalling Old Battersea Bridge that Whistler had painted in his nocturnes at a time still remembered by the elderly): it was these that had made Chelsea, for all its reputation as a gentle quarter for artists and bohemians, a prime target for bombing. 

    For me, each morning, there was a fifteen-minute walk though the backstreets to the Underground station, or bus-stop at Sloane Square on my way to work in Fleet Street. This took me past what had been pleasant Victorian and Georgian terraces, which now looked drab and lifeless. No fresh paint had touched them for five years; their windows, sometimes criss-crossed with strips of paper to reduce the risk of blast-blown splinters and, at this time of the morning, often with their heavy black-out curtains still tightly drawn, showed no sign of life within. 

    But this walk had become something of a ritual, a nostalgic pilgrimage, for it passed through the landscape of my childhood. Turning into Oakley Gardens, a close of modest, mid-Victorian houses, the empty streets were alive with recent memories: here the muffin-man had walked ringing his bell, green baize spread over the tray balanced on his head; under that lamp-post a harpist had played on Thursday evenings so hauntingly that my parents would give him sixpence instead of the street-musician’s usual penny; outside a pub a barrel-organ had jangled on Saturday nights so that the costermongers, their clothes encrusted with mother-of-pearl buttons, could prance their cockney dances on the pavement while breaking their journey by rattling ponycart from an outing on Hampstead Heath home to Battersea. 

    There stood our house on the corner, empty now, but the lilac and the irises, which had grown there when we had first moved in, still in the garden together with the catmint and the laburnum that my mother had planted. 

    Behind each blank window was a memory: children’s parties; my father reading aloud from Dickens by the gas-fire; whooping-cough; a canary that laid and hatched an egg; the first yearnings of love and tingling of sex; preparations for war. There was the kitchen window, which my father had thought of making gas-proof with damp blankets; this had seemed as ridiculous as the gas-masks in which we had photographed each other, giggling, at the time of the Munich crisis in 1938. 

    War was expected but we had faced its coming with confidence bred of familiarity with the prospect, and faith in the almost mystical power and undoubted invincibility of the British Empire of which London was the heart and brain. In 1933, or thereabouts, I had leaned out of that upstairs window to watch the Royal Air Force prepare for our defence one bland September afternoon. A small formation of silver biplanes – Hawker Hart bombers, I knew, from a model of one, a prized birthday present – approached from the west to be intercepted over South Kensington by another of smaller biplanes, Hawker Fury fighters, I also knew. It went without saying that the defenders won. 

    That had been a pretty sight; more ominous were the night exercises that began a few years later with bombers’ engines grinding through the darkness above Chelsea. Then, when the electric signs on the front of the new Gaumont cinema in the King’s Road threw a red glare into the sky, I thought of burning buildings and sometimes imagined our own home with its chintz-covered furniture and bowls of cut-flowers reduced to a glowing ruin. 

    But it was still there, as were its immediate neighbours, although sometimes with roof-rafters charred by incendiary bombs. From here, the walk continued eastward toward Tedworth Square, where Mark Twain had lived near the top of Tite Street, which had been the home of Whistler and Oscar Wilde. 

    It had been on such a walk to Sloane Square six years earlier with my father that we had talked about the coming war. He, in black homburg hat and carrying his leather attaché-case, had been on his way to work at Broadcasting House; I, in my uniform of top hat, morning coat, striped trousers and umbrella had been a thirteen-year-old on his way to school at Westminster. If there was a war – I was sure there would be, now that nobody was standing up to Hitler – would we win? Well, replied my father, he had been talking privately with some high-ups who had been to watch the very latest exercise held by the RAF. When the alert had been sounded, they had been amazed: ‘the sky suddenly became black with our fighters.’ 

    This had been yet another brick for the massive foundation of confidence upon which the British relied. It was constantly reinforced by the confidence of the media: the BBC, quietly authoritative; the Press, cocky or complacent (the occasional note of alarm seeming almost treasonable); the newsreel commentaries, jokey; popular films and fiction, jaunty. That was only the top dressing; the true foundations were based upon the history of the past two centuries and buttressed by tradition and myth. We were the people who, with a few thousand sailors and soldiers had established an empire, when most other Europeans were absorbed in the absurdities of their theatrical monarchies. We had not only held, but enlarged, our possessions when putting down our old rival, the French, despite their immense superiority in military strength and their revolutionary fervour. During the century of peace and prosperity won for us by Nelson and Wellington, we had become the workshop, market-place, bank and university of the world. When another rival, the Kaiser’s Germany, had challenged us, we had defeated them, too, albeit at terrible cost to ourselves. Now we were going to have to do it again. 

    We would not be alone. Privately (because we had no wish to hurt their feelings) we had little confidence in allies, present or potential; all we needed was the Empire. This still covered more than a quarter of the world’s land surface and a quarter of the world’s population were lucky enough to be subjects of the King-Emperor. It was he who gave expression to this blessing each Christmas in his broadcast to his peoples: his gruff, fatherly voice told us the platitudes we wanted to hear after an hour of broadcasts from the farthest-flung outposts of Empire. Through the crackles and squeaks of ‘atmospherics’ came the voices of lumberjacks in British Columbia, carol-singers of Tristan da Cunha, tea-planters in Assam, lighthouse-keepers in the Atlantic and children on sheep-stations in the Australian outback. And here were we at the heart of it all, grouped around the King-Emperor, like the Heavenly Host in a stained-glass window, while he received their tribute. 

    This sense of belonging intimately to a mystical and physical Empire, was highly personal and particularly so to a boy bred of the middle-classes. His horizons and his opportunities seemed limitless. Should he wish to live by planting crops or felling trees, building houses or mining the earth, curing or killing his fellowmen, exercising earthly, or preaching heavenly, power; almost anything that could be made a life’s work could be arranged through an interview in Westminster, or the City of London. 

    In 1945, Winston Churchill remarked, ‘Two things have disappeared in my lifetime. Men no longer study the classics. It was an advantage when there was one common discipline and every nation studied the doings of two states. Now they learn to mend motor cars. The other thing is – can you guess what I am thinking of? Why, the horse. We have lost a good deal in these two things.’ Another thing that he had had, and we still had in 1945, were wide horizons. 

    We still had the Empire, and, more important, the ethos upon which it was founded; the secret, which so baffled our rivals, by which we were able to control the sub-continent of India with relatively few British civil servants, soldiers and policemen. This was the foundation of the self-confidence, which had survived years of defeats at the hands of Germans and Japanese, neither of whom seemed to possess it in such measure. It was partly Victorian patriotism, partly a medieval code of chivalry, as romanticized by the Victorians, and partly the ethics implanted in the British on the playing-field and by the Church of England. It was, in essence, the discipline and confidence of the gentleman. 

    This was our secret, particularly because no outsider could grasp its complexities. For a start, it was not necessarily linked with social class or money; indeed, undue wealth could be a hindrance to attaining the state. Similarly, the titled and those of ancient lineage were not always gentlemen and, in this context, King Edward VIII – now the Duke of Windsor – came to mind. The stronghold of gentlemanliness was in the upper half of the middle classes – the executive class, which ran the Empire – and it was fostered and perpetuated by the public schools (the private, often expensive, schools) which educated them. But the social mobility, which had long been the strength of the British, ensured a flow of the less privileged to aspire to and join this stratum, the most successful of whom would themselves move up into the leisured aristocracy, so preventing it from declining into decadence as on the Continent. 

    Yet the innermost subtlety of the ethic was that it was not confined to the strongholds of the public schools and the executive. At every social level and in every income group were those who recognized in one another an echo of their own belief. Thus, while visiting an acquaintance in Norfolk, a landowner of ancient lineage, who was not a gentleman (he was almost a Fascist, for a start), I met an uneducated countryman in his woods, who clearly was. I was flattered when he ended our conversation with the compliment, ‘There’s not many about like us, sir.’ 

    The evolutionary pattern, provided both spur and fulfilment. The desired state of the gentleman (and, to a less marked degree, the ‘lady’) implied a compound of intelligence and modesty, courage and generosity and what was summed up by the envious French expression, Le Fair Play. By its yardstick we chose and judged our friends, both personal and national. 

    It was now that, on my walk through Chelsea, I came to a place which seemed to symbolize such ways. The street opened out into a large open space, its centre green with trees and grass. This was Burton’s Court, bounded to the south by Sir Christopher Wren’s Royal Hospital and, to the north, by the modest but elegant Georgian houses of St Leonard’s Terrace. Here, in October, 1940, some of the first bombs of the second war with Germany had fallen (although the Royal Hospital had been bombed in the first one) and it had seemed to us wholly appropriate that these had either failed to explode, or burst harmlessly on the cricket-field, where their craters had remained as objects of idle curiosity for a day or so before being filled in and turfed over. 

    How appropriate, one thought, for King Charles II, although only just a gentleman himself, to build so beautiful and spacious a building for his old soldiers. In the same period, Blenheim Palace had been presented to the Duke of Marlborough as reward for his victories and this palace had been prepared for his rank and file. And how seemly, also, that English gentlemen should prefer for themselves something infinitely more modest, like the houses of St Leonard’s Terrace, which seemed to me in my shabby lodging-house to be the Acropolis of good taste. 

    Such thoughts did not, I think, pass through my mind on this particular morning; more likely mine were upon the work of the day, or some girl who had caught my eye. Thus, as I passed the pedimented house at the farther, easterly wing of the Royal Hospital, where Major Napier, the medical officer, lived, at a quarter to nine on this Wednesday morning it would never have occurred to me to guess at what events were in progress on the Continent; to be more specific, in Holland; to be exact, in a wooded suburb south of The Hague. Such speculation would have been as unlikely as wondering what Major Napier and his family were having for breakfast. 

    The red brick of his house was mostly newer than that of the main buildings, because it had been hit by a bomb at the end of the First World War, which had killed five people within. When asked whether it was not dangerous to be living in this part of London – a few hundred yards from Chelsea Barracks and within a mile of Battersea power-station and gas-works and Victoria railway station – Major Napier would joke that, on the contrary, lightning never struck twice. 

    But at this exact moment, nearly three hundred miles to the east, a launching-team of a Werfer Batterie of Gruppe Nord had retired to shelter in that suburb of The Hague, made the necessary electrical connection and started the process of hurling twelve tons of rocket, carrying one ton of high explosive, at London. A couple of minutes later, as I boarded a number 11 bus that would take me to Fleet Street, the V2 was at a height of about sixty miles above the North Sea. Two more minutes later, I peered through the diamond-shape of clear glass in the green mesh that covered the window of the bus to minimise splintering by blast, as we swung from Pimlico Road into Buckingham Palace Road. At that moment, the explosion split the morning. 

    On the pavement, people ducked, pitched forward and ran (the image was of wind-blown leaves) and the bus slewed to a stop. As the echo rumbled away, I looked out and upward: pigeons wheeled but there was no smoke. ‘Christ, that was close,’ somebody said. Then the driver re-started his engine and the bus slowly moved towards Victoria, while I sat back and mused that that must have been about the closest I had been to such an impact. 

    But I had remained on the bus. A year earlier, I would have jumped off and raced back towards the explosion. The motive would have been partly the urge to help survivors, partly curiosity to see which familiar buildings lay in dust and rubble. But this morning I stayed on the bus, telling myself that the heavy rescue squads would get there before I did, so one would only be in their way; in any case, when I reached Fleet Street I could discover all the details from the news desk of the Evening Standard office, which adjoined my own. 

    Later, my inaction brought on surprise and guilt. Why had I been so blasé and pragmatic? This was not the spirit that Londoners had shown during the Blitz of 1940 and 1941. Did the rationalization of inaction betray laziness, or had I been squeamish at the thought of the horrors among the ruins? 

    The bus passed Westminster Abbey and turned up Whitehall. As it entered Trafalgar Square, I glanced beneath the Admiralty Arch, down the straight, empty avenue of The Mall toward Buckingham Palace. It stood just as I remembered it from visits among cheering crowds on patriotic occasions – the Silver Jubilee of King George V, and the coronation of his son. A year or so ago, that long, grey facade, chipped and battered by bombs, had seemed an imperial shrine that stirred the blood; today it was just Buckingham Palace. 

    Later that morning, on one of my regular missions to the reference library of the Standard, I heard from the news desk about that V2. Yes, it had fallen on Chelsea. It had hit the Royal Hospital: the medical officer’s house and was thought to have killed five people. That afternoon these were reported to be Major Napier himself; his seventeen-year-old younger daughter Deirdre; the wife of another officer, who was staying with them; and two Chelsea pensioners, one of whom had been standing inside the door of Wren’s chapel some way from the point of impact and had been killed by blast. 

    The introspection did not last but it recurred. Yes, it had been possible to treat a new weapon of war, which had hitherto belonged to boys’ science-fiction stories, in an off-hand manner that had more to do with weariness than courage. We were all inoculated against undue surprise in one unpleasant way or another. At the Standard, for example, the urbane and efficient news editor, Ronald Hyde, had himself had such an experience a few months before. Lunching, one calm summer’s day, at Simpson’s restaurant in the Strand, his conversation had been interrupted by a heavy explosion close at hand. Walking back to Fleet Street a while later, he had first noticed glass on the pavements; then that the trees lining the Aldwych had lost their leaves but were instead festooned with shreds of human flesh. The flying-bomb, which had exploded outside Bush House, from which the BBC broadcast to German-occupied Europe, had killed more than a hundred people in the street. One of them, he saw, had survived the explosion, then stepped out from a sheltering doorway just as a sheet of dislodged plate-glass fell from above, slicing him vertically in two. 

    Soon after, when Hyde himself dived for shelter in a gutter outside Dr Johnson’s house in Gough Square, he later admitted, he felt a twinge of guilt at his pleasurable relief when the V1 passed overhead to explode farther north and, presumably, kill others. Familiarity with such happenings became established and when, in March, 1945, a V2 exploded in the nearby Smithfield meat-market one morning scattering more than two hundred butchered bodies amongst the beef and lamb, he was blown across his desk but, a moment later, was quietly ordering his reporters to the scene. Censorship forbade the naming of devastated streets and buildings for a month after the event so as not to assist the enemy’s accuracy of aim, but when the dead numbered a hundred or more, or it was an historic building in ruins, it was still ‘a good story,’ to be hinted at immediately and reported in more detail later. 

    Yet it was a familiar story and familiarity with spasmodic bombardment and death had made it almost commonplace. The slow escalation of world events through half a dozen years before the outbreak of war and the delayed action of the war itself had so conditioned us that the occasional dangers and the universal shabbiness were taken for granted. For my own generation, the joining of the armed forces had become a natural progression between school and university, or apprenticeship and qualification. 

    That more than eighty thousand civilians had been killed or seriously wounded in Greater London during the past five years was rarely remarked upon, although when it was one’s own experience of bombardment, or something bizarre like the bomb bursting on the dance-floor of the Café de Paris, then it assumed the status of ‘a bomb story’ and was repeated to the point of tedium in much the same way as an exaggerated account of a family holiday abroad that had gone wrong. 

    Stories of sang-froid were proudly repeated, like that of the London nanny replying to a tea-time question from her charge, ‘That was probably bombs, Master James, but that’s no excuse for elbows on the table.’ 

    Londoners made light of their ordeal when meeting foreigners. An American visitor, S. N. Behrman, the playwright, found that only taxi-drivers and chauffeurs talked to him about the V-weapons. One evening on his way to dine in Kensington, a rocket exploded nearby and he had to make a detour which made him late. However, the only reference his hostess made to the explosion and her guest’s escape was to remark that she had thought she might have to revise the seating plan for her dinner table. 

    Eventually, a few less restrained acquaintances did talk to him about it. One scientist described the V2 as ‘a very clever weapon but, of course, in the early stages of development. It has great possibilities.’ And a Hungarian refugee in London took this further with the speculation that ‘the next war will start with someone pressing a button in some underground electric works in Central Europe, which will send robot bombs to Detroit.’ But that seemed too fanciful for serious consideration. 

    London itself had slowly become drab as paint peeled and was not replaced. High explosive bombs tended to fall in ‘a stick’ so demolishing a line of buildings, each some distance apart, while the V-weapons would lay waste a single, wide radius around the point of impact. The wreckage would be quickly tidied away and exposed basements either filled with the rubble of their own houses, then fenced off by a low brick wall or made water-tight and converted into a ‘static water tank’ for the use of the fire service’s pumps. Only one of the ‘bomb sites’ in the capital had become an attraction to visitors and that was the wasteland around St Paul’s Cathedral which incendiary bombs had devasrated over one weekend. Now the walls of the gutted buildings had been razed, opening the cathedral to distant view in a manner that would have surprised, and probably delighted, its architect. 

    London looked its best at night when darkness hid its shabbiness. Although the strict black-out regulations had been relaxed at the end of 1944, a dim interior light might now glow through curtains, or fall from a pub doorway; but ‘doing the black-out’ had become so much a habit that the city was still mostly plunged in darkness. Buses, taxis and the few civilian lorries and cars, showed only points of light from their headlamps, so that the total effect was to return London to its dark ages before the introduction of street-lighting by gas. 

    Nocturnal London delighted Behrman, who described the changing mood. On a moonless night, ‘cars passed by; little points of blue light dragging darkness after them but leaving blackness behind.’ Then, ‘for once a full moon overcame it and London lay bathed in silver. Looking back at the palace from St James’s Street, one saw its turrets against the clear sky as they must have looked at night in the unlit centuries … I had never seen London so unimaginably beautiful. The skeletons of buildings filtered the sky, the ubquitous pools shimmered, the greyness of the London masonry took kindly to this soft light. I realized that this was the first time I had ever really seen London by moonlight.’ 

    But the muted greys and browns of London were the colour-washes that heightened the few points of colour. These were as significant in the composition as their background, for they belonged to the uniforms of the men and women who crowded the streets of what had become the capital of the crusading allies. Soldiers might wear rough khaki battledress, and sailors and airmen shades of blue, but these were decorated with points of colour: red berets for airborne troops; green for commandos; gold lace on the sleeves of naval officers; the brass of cap-badges; the simple heraldic designs of divisional shoulder-flashes. 

    This gave a touch of jauntiness to a drab scene. There was a confidence about London, too. This had never been wholly absent but now increased although, despite the absence of official confirmation, the rockets were hitting the capital at about twice the rate of the past few months. This was, of course, largely to do with the mounting flow of good news. 

    In January, the German offensive through the Ardennes had been stopped and the Allies had successfully counter-attacked; on the Eastern Front, the Russians had taken Warsaw. We did not realize, most of us, that the Red Army had deliberately waited before the city while the city’s resistance fighters, non-communists whom the Russians had urged to rise against the Germans, were systematically wiped out by the Wehrmacht. News from the Far East seemed as remote as it was, but at last the British 14th Army had launched its counter-offensive against the Japanese in Burma and the Americans were back in the Philippines. 

    In February, the successes continued: Budapest fell to the Russians and Manila to the Americans, who then launched their massive bombing attacks on Tokyo. But by far the most important and heartening news was that ‘The Big Three’ – Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin – had met at Yalta in the Crimea to settle the future shape of Europe, including, of course, a defeated Germany. They discussed the terms of Russian entry into the war against Japan and the formation of a United Nations Organization made up of the fighting allies only, which prompted six South American governments to declare war on Germany without more ado. But the most import decisions were on the future division of Germany between the Allies, and the fate of Poland. 

    It had already been agreed that the Poles would lose their eastern provinces to Russia but would be given East Prussia and other eastern territory taken from Germany. What was now to be decided was the composition of the government of liberated Poland. Stalin supported the communist ‘shadow cabinet’ established in Lublin, while Churchill and Roosevelt favoured that exiled in London and the survivors of the resistance movement within the country. Eventually, it was agreed that a provisional government would be composed of all three with Stalin pledged to help maintain ‘a strong, free, independent and democratic Poland.’ 

    At this, much satisfaction was expressed. In The New Yorker, its London correspondent, Mollie Panter-Downes, wrote, ‘The Polish proposals appear to have satisfied nearly everybody except the London Poles, whose dissatisfaction surprised no one in diplomatic circles and lost them sympathy elsewhere. The apparent readiness of the Soviet Union to cooperate on this as well as other matters was really the main reason for the beaming Yalta face which one saw everywhere about town last Tuesday. 

    ‘Few Englishmen, of course, believe that all ideological differences between the three big nations were adjusted at Yalta … still, the meeting has brought the first solid assurance that the partnership will work as well in peace as in war. The English press and the English public are inclined to give President Roosevelt most of the credit for bringing off this triumph.’ 

    After hearing Churchill’s account of the meeting in the House of Commons, Harold Nicolson, the articulate Member of Parliament and political commentator, was hopeful. ‘I think the Russians imperialistic and unscrupulous,’ he wrote to his wife, yet ‘I was absolutely sure in my own inner heart and mind that the Yalta decisions were not expedient only, but ultimately to the benefit of the Poles and mankind.’ He felt thus despite Churchill’s ominous remark that Polish soldiers in the West would be offered British citizenship if they were too frightened to return home. 

    By March, the Allies commanded the entire west bank of the Rhine, then crossed it. On the 7th, the Americans had dashed across the railway bridge at Remagen in a dazzling coup de main; on the 18th, their 3rd Army was across at Coblenz; finally, on the 24th, Montgomery’s entire 21st Army Group, watched by Winston Churchill, wearing the rumpled uniform of a lieutenant-colonel, stormed the far bank, as parachute and glider-borne troops landed behind the enemy’s defences. (But the killing in the British Isles came to an end. On the 27th, a V2 rocket struck a block of flats in the East End of London, killing one hundred and thirty-four people; nine and a half hours later, another burst harmlessly in Kent. That was the last of them but it was not for another month that Churchill replied to a question in the House of Commons as to whether this was indeed so, ‘Yes, sir, they have ceased.’) 

    Not all the news was good. At sea, the Germans had been able to launch a new submarine offensive – despite the heavy air attacks on U-boats building yards and bases – using new submarines powered by engines that drove them faster underwater than their hunters on the surface and enabled them to remain submerged by recharging their batteries through the schnorkel breathing-tube. They were also firing a new type of homing torpedo. In the air, the Luftwaffe’s new jet-propelled fighters were demonstrating what they might have done to the Allied bomber fleets if they had come into service sooner and in large numbers. Then, despite the victories in the Far East, it seemed obvious to all that the war with Japan would last at least another year, probably two and possibly more. It would also become increasingly bloody as the American, British, Australian and Indian armies invaded Japan itself. A recruit now joining the armed forces could not yet count on his survival. 

    The news, good and bad, and the future were faced with a stoic calm that had never been more than shaken by the disasters of war. The early defeats – British armies being driven out of Norway, Belgium, France, Greece and Crete, defeated in the Libyan desert, captured in Hong Kong, Singapore and Tobruk; the threat of invasion in 1940 and the bombing of British cities; the sinking of merchant ships by the hundred in the Atlantic; now the bombardment of south-east England by the V-weapons; all this, and more, had been accepted in the certain knowledge that the British Empire – with the help of allies, of course – would eventually prevail. The nation was united in this belief and in its determination to fight a crusade against an enemy so evil that it deserved no pity. When, in February, Bomber Command and the American 8th Air Force obliterated Dresden, an historic city crowded with civilian refugees, the majority of the British were satisfied that, horrible as this was – war is horrible, they would add – it served them right. 

    This resilience had deep foundations for the British were summoning up the blood of their ancestors. At this time some of the most effective propaganda designed to encourage self-confidence was Laurence Olivier’s performance in the film of Shakespeare’s Henry V, and Arthur Bryant’s histories of the Napoleonic wars. Certainly, throughout the nation, a conviction of superiority was endemic. Despite evidence to the contrary, the British felt that they were better fighters than the Germans or Japanese, infinitely superior to the Italians and French and had everything – except the making of films and motor-cars, perhaps – to teach the Americans. 

    This confidence was based upon pride in the past, and in the assured future, of the British Empire and, even more, in those who had created it, or now ruled it. But the British themselves did not appreciate the extraordinary strength of their own beliefs and institutions if only because everybody who remembered their society before the First World War would maintain that ‘after 1914, everything changed.’ 

    This was a misconception for, although there had been changes, most had been on the surface, or had only been reductions in the social extremes of the Edwardian years, changes in taste and fashion and a lessening of formality. The great changes had been the emancipation of women and the introduction of universal suffrage, which had given them the vote and, for the first time, to the mass of the working class. This changed the balance of politics and brought about the rise of the Labour Party. 

    But much had not changed, most notably the distribution of capital. The middle and upper classes might have fewer servants, but their expectations were the same. Their children continued to attend the same schools and universities and enter the same professions, or, if inheriting enough capital, devote themselves to, say, field sports or golf. There was enough social mobility to provide opportunities to rise through the strata for the able and determined – this had long been one of the strengths of British society – but, for the most part, the working class, while it might seem restive, was resigned to low wages, poor housing and the probability that their rulers knew what was best for them. 

    It was not until 1939 that these foundations began to shift and crack. 

    On the outbreak of war, a process of mixing and levelling began, initiated to meet the practical necessities of the time, but to have profound effect upon the future of all those involved. In the beginning were the evacuations from industrial cities and the coastal towns of the south-east, which might become targets for air attack. In the first few weeks of war, more than two million ‘evacuees’ were moved, most of them children sent to the country under the official plans for this. Schools and Government departments moved, often to country mansions commandeered for the purpose, and tens of thousands made their own arrangements to escape the expected holocaust. Many drifted back within months, only to be evacuated again when the bombing began in the summer of the following year; often Londoners returned when ‘the Blitz’ seemed to have ended only to flee again when the flying ‘bombs’ began to fall. 

    Conscription for the armed forces – initially for men between the ages of eighteen and forty-one – began on the day before war was declared on Germany and later included women. In this war, for the first time, almost all of those destined to become officers had first to serve in the ranks (amongst the few exceptions were potential officers of the Brigade of Guards, which, abiding by its mores, segregated them from recruits who would remain in the ranks) and so, usually for the first time, young men from different social strata mixed on equal terms. 

    Vast numbers were directed into, or volunteered for, ‘war work’, so that most of the rich – and even the moderately well-to-do – saw the last of servants. Before 1914, domestic servants had been the largest single source of employment in England; after 1918, the scale had been sharply reduced but it remained an accepted part of normal life. A family of the professional class, even if of modest affluence, could expect to employ a full-time cook and housemaid, some ‘daily help’ and, if in the country, a gardener. For most of my childhood in London, my parents (relying solely on my father’s modest salary as a publisher’s editor, or BBC middle-rank executive) employed a nanny and a ‘daily woman’, and, latterly, a uniformed maid, who lived with us in our four-bedroomed Chelsea house. 

    A familiar figure in the genteel and more expensive residential areas of London – Kensington and Bayswater, particularly – had been the rich, solitary old lady, inhabiting the whole of a tall, terraced house in one of those stucco cliffs that lined the streets: alone but, perhaps, for her cats and, of course, a retinue of servants. I can remember the stillness of those great houses, usually silent but for the tick of a Georgian longcase clock in the hall. After 1939, most of those servants drifted away, leaving, often, a faithful, ageing lady’s maid, until she, too, departed, finally overcome by age, arthritis and the interminable flights of stairs. By 1945, the dingy ‘private hotels’ of those districts were populated by elderly exiles from those cliff-dwellings, which then became rooming-houses and were eventually converted into as many as a dozen flats. 

    All this was compounded, and its consequences given permanence, by the introduction of heavy taxation, which began to erode the abilities of the middle class to regard the paying of school and university fees, subscriptions to clubs, the regular buying of tailor-made clothes and new books as their right and as no more extravagant than basic household expenditure. 

    Shared dangers mixed the classes, too, whether physically in air-raid shelters, or queues at the Food Office and outside shops, or just by knowing each other to be under exactly the same threat of violence. This comradeship was, of course, heightened in the armed forces, in which promotion soon became mostly by merit so that, by 1944, an officer anywhere but in a dozen fashionable regiments was as likely to speak without a public school accent as with one. 

    An archetypal admiral of the old school, Admiral Sir William James – nicknamed ‘Bubbles’ because he had, as a child, been the model for Millais’s painting of that title for the poster advertising Pear’s soap – was both surprised and pleased by aspects of this social revolution. He had been Chief of Naval Information for much of the war (and, as a childhood friend of my mother’s had kindly helped me to get to sea in the summer of 1944 for the Normandy landings) and delighted in boasting of the social curiosities he had come across. A boatswain’s mate on duty when the aircraft carrier Ark Royal was sunk had been Assistant Keeper of Fine Arts at the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford, for example, and the officer commanding the tugs towing the prefabricated harbours to Normandy had been a senior underwriter at Lloyds, who had enlisted as an ordinary seaman. Telling some of these stories in a letter to a friend early in 1945, he added, ‘I am sure there has never been a war before which produced such astonishing human stories!’ 

    But most people assumed – if they thought about it at all – that this levelling was for ‘hostilities only’ and that, after victory, the smooth progress of the privileged through education and career would resume. Indeed, when it was thought that I might eventually go up to Oxford University, following an uncle and cousin to Trinity College, where both had found fame on the Rugby football field, my interview with the bursar of that college – Philip Landon, a dominant Oxford character of the time – did not touch upon academic qualifications or aspirations, concentrating solely on my aptitude for ‘rugger’. 

    There was a levelling, too, in taste and, particularly, in the arts. The discomfort, boredom and frustrations of wartime brought about a hunger for means of escape through reading, listening to music, looking at the visual arts, and popular entertainment. Yet this second war with Germany, unlike the first, produced nothing that would be recognised as great works of art: there were no poets to compare with those who had written in the trenches. In retrospect, few would claim that any works of genius were created, the highest praise going to Benjamin Britten’s opera Peter Grimes and Henry Moore’s drawings from the air-raid shelters. 

    There was levelling, too, in the diversions of the cities. Early in the war, Lord Woolton, the Minister of Food, had announced that restaurant meals would not be subject to rationing and that they must not cost more than five shillings. This applied to even the grandest establishments, although these could, and did, add a ‘cover charge’, or ‘house charge’, or charge for flowers on the table. Wine became more expensive, partly because none was imported until after the Allied occupation of French North Africa in 1942, when sharp, red wine began to arrive in bulk from Algeria. So it was that, at the beginning of 1945, a young man could take his girl to dine at the Savoy Grill in the certain knowledge that the cost for each would be five shillings for the meal (this might include chicken or lamb but, more probably, liver, rabbit, hare, tripe or calves’ feet) and three shillings and sixpence for the ‘house charge’. But a carafe of Volnay would add another thirty shillings. 

    So not only could those of modest means frequent the best hotels and the smart dinner-and-dance restaurants (like the Bagatelle in Mayfair, which, in memory, still seems as soigné and exciting as it did then) but these establishments maintained a high standard. Indeed, early in 1945, when the young American reporter Don Cook arrived in London to join four other correspondents of the New York Herald Tribune, he was struck not only by ‘the extraordinary normalcy’ of what was indeed a war zone but that the Savoy Hotel, where most American journalists stayed, was the most luxurious hotel he had ever seen. He noted, too, that the streets of London were cleaner than those of New York and wondered at the calm of the people under bombardment even when debris from the explosion of the Smithfield V2 showered against his office window in Fleet Street almost half a mile away. 

    His admiration for the British as being as brave but modest as the ficticious Mrs Miniver, who must have impressed American opinion as decisively as any politician, remained unstinting until his young wife, who had followed him from New York, returned to their flat in tears. Surprised to see fresh peaches on a greengrocer’s stall, she chose four since they cost only thirty shillings for, she assumed, a pound. Told that this was the price of each she put them back (for £6 was about half her husband’s weekly earnings) only to be told that, as she had touched them, she had to buy them, and meekly did so. 

    Another American, the political commentator Dorothy Thompson, had the same impression, finding that ‘telephone girls are apt to snap irritably’ but that this was due mostly to weariness because she had noticed that ‘people on trains sit staring in front of them, or sleep a lot.’ A third, S. N. Behrman again, was aware of the lacklustre appearance of the people: seeing a party of soldiers and sailors walking with their girls, he noted that the latter’s legs were bare. In New York, bare legs were usual in warm weather, ‘but the American legs would be tanned and agreeable, whereas these English ones were muddy and streaked bluish and red with cold.’ 

    Despite the general austerity, some of the trade in minor luxuries flourished when they could claim connection with the war effort. Although civilian clothing was stringently rationed and of poor quality, regimental tailors in and around Savile Row prospered. Young officers being measured and fitted for uniforms would hear the latest news from the depot and battalions in the field and be persuaded to buy coloured forage caps and various traditional trimmings for their tunics. Newly-commissioned naval officers might be introduced to the ceremonials of the fitting-room at Gieves, who had been dressing their predecessors since the eighteenth century and would never send an outstanding account to the family of a naval customer killed in action. Many of those who could afford them, affected little sartorial vanities: when I collected my war correspondent’s badges from the approved outfitter in Soho, they were wrapping an American air gunner’s wings embroidered with gold thread for Clark Gable, the film star, now flying in heavy bombers. 

    With partings so frequent in most lives, portrait photographers were busy. Most popular were the Polyfoto studios in London, where the customer could choose from a sheet of small contact prints, while the fashionable portrait photographers had turned their cameras from debutantes to Guards officers in equally soft focus. In even softer focus was a daring photograph in the window of an Oxford Street portrait studio showing the upper half of a naked lady as a sample of a reminder that could be sent to a loved one overseas. 

    As there could be no reason for rationing flowers, florists continued to trade and soldiers emerging from Victoria Station on leave, with foreign mud on their boots, could gaze through the plate-glass windows of Moyses Stevens at bunches of perfect tulips or daffodils in season and orchids at any time of year. The well-to-do young men-about-town – usually being in uniform – were not sending so many bunches of flowers to their new girls on the morning after romantic encounters, but the Americans had brought with them the custom of presenting a ‘corsage’ of expensive flowers at the outset of an evening’s entertainment in the West End. 

    The diversions of London included its pubs, which were nearly always short of spirits and often of their weak beer, and the dance halls: notably the Hammersmith Palais de Dance and two huge, old theatres, the Lyceum and the Opera House at Covent Garden. Cinemas and theatres were crowded, concerts and ballet proving surprisingly popular, despite the competition from Hollywood films and the music hall, which still thrived in the West End and, even more boisterously, in the seedier districts, where their shabby splendour was much as it had been when recorded by the pencil of Walter Sickert half a century before. 

    It was the music hall – the traditional entertainment of the urban working class – that gave rise to one of the strongest elements in the binding together of the population. Before 1939, the transmissions of the BBC from its gleaming white Temple of Truth in Portland Place had, under the guidance of Sir John Reith, been dedicated to cultural improvement and education. Now had arisen the question of morale and, in maintaining this, the British had long relied on laughing their cares away. So Broadcasting House, now camouflaged mud-colour, its doors sheltered by thick blast-walls, became not only the fount of news and propaganda but a Palace of Varieties. 

    With the bulk of the population spending their evenings at home because of the risks of air raids and the hazards of the black-out, radio assumed enormous importance. When Winston Churchill broadcast, seventy per cent of the nation was listening. Current affairs and music balanced each other but by far the most widely popular programmes were the comic variety serials, about a dozen of which were running at any one time. This was the universal entertainment and soon the comedians’ catch-phrases – ‘Mind my bike!’, ‘I’ll ’ave to ask me dad’, ‘Can I do you now, sir?’ – were in daily usage, as familiar at Eton College as in the schools of the industrial slums. 

    A more potent influence were the discussion programmes and the most influential of these was The Brains Trust, in which four erudite guests argued pleasantly round the talking-points tossed to them by a chairman. The majority of its vast audience was thus introduced for the first time to the pleasures of intelligent conversation and civilized disputation. But that was not all. The dominant figure in that weekly programme was the socialist Professor C. E. M. Joad, and, if his squeaky voice did sound a little comic, the liberal and egalitarian views he propounded were given a new respectability. 

    A favourite subject for The Brains Trust was the post-war future of Britain and such possibilities as the social insurance proposed by Lord Beveridge in 1942, and the re-designing and re-building of the bombed cities. Utopian these ideas sometimes seemed but they served to present a series of war aims to which the listerners could relate more closely than to the frontiers of Central Europe, or the persecution of its minorities. 

    This influence was extended by the regular broadcast talks of another socialist, the novelist J. B. Priestley. Speaking immediately after the nine o’clock news on Sunday evenings, his Sunday Night Postscript had become a national institution, heard by more than thirty per cent of the population. Priestley’s sturdy commonsense and his modestly radical views, given authority by his strong, reassuring Yorkshire accent, gave new confidence to many of his listeners: here was a man of the people, who could more than hold his own with the dons and politicians of The Brains Trust. 

    But as the popularity of one man of the people rose, that of another fell. Before the war and during its first two years, by far the most popular British performer – on the radio and in music hall and films – had been the Lancashire comedian George Formby. Before 1939, the cult of the film star had been almost exclusively American (although several of the Hollywood stars were British by birth) and, although a few dashing young actors were beginning to emulate them, the one British name that could be guaranteed to fill any cinema was Formby’s. With his cheeky, toothy grin, the knowing twinkle in his eye, his songs sung to a ukelele and full of sexual innuendo, sounding innocent in the Lancashire accent, Formby was the quintessence of the pre-war working-class lad, knowing his place but cheeking his social superiors behind their backs. 

    The height of his popularity was in 1940, when he was outwitting Nazis instead of crooks in his films, and although the success of his overseas tours to entertain the armed forces seemed to confirm his popularity, his time was over. The working class had found a new self-confidence in the war years and they no longer indentified themselves with a jaunty underdog. When, immediately after the war, George Formby made another film, George in Civvy Street, it was a failure and he made no more. 

    Mass audiences were becoming more sophisticated. Even radio comedy – like It’s That Man Again – demanded the use of imagination to enjoy a new, surreal humour. Serious music was winning listeners from light music, which, in turn, drew audiences from popular music. In the theatre, those who had been content with drawing-room comedy and revue were increasingly willing to devote an evening to the classics, or ballet. Although there was a huge increase in demand for what was available. There may have been no great books written by British authors (Richard Hillary’s autobiographical The Last Enemy caught the emotion of the time; Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited was a beautifully-written lament for a lost decadence; only, perhaps, George Orwell’s Animal Farm, published after the end of the war, was of real significance and that was not fully recognized at the time). But publishers could sell all the books for which they could find paper to print. 

    Orwell’s famous attack on Soviet communism narrowly escaped oblivion. In 1943, he had told two friends, André Deutsch and George Mikes, both refugees from the Continent, about Animal Farm, complaining that no publisher wanted it because of the hostility of the Foreign Office and Ministry of Information, who understandably regarded it as anti-Soviet. Deutsch suggested he send it to Jonathan Cape, who accepted it, paid an advance of £50; then changed their minds, decided not to publish, but told Orwell he could keep the advance. Hurt and angry, Orwell was with difficulty dissuaded by Deutsch from burning the manuscript. Finally it was acccepted by Seeker and Warburg but was not published until the autumn of 1945. 

    But the arts offered inspiration and escape. I prized a small anthology of poetry, edited by Herbert Read, called The Knapsack and bound in waterproof covers, and had, in the dreary discomforts of crowded trains, pored over the scented verse of James Elroy Flecker. The National Gallery in London, from which the pictures had been removed to safety, was crowded with men and women in uniform at mid-day, listening to the piano recitals of Dame Myra Hess. 

    The upsurge in demand for the arts was not entirely a spontaneous reaction against wartime regimentation. The pump had been primed by two worthy organizations, CEMA (the Council for the Encouragement of Music and Art) and ENSA (the Entertainments National Service Association). The former, which concerned itself primarily with serious music, had had its roots in a pre-war scheme to provide cultural activities for the unemployed and first attracted wide public notice by arranging concerts – usually by a trio – in air-raid shelters once the bombing had begun. The latter was founded later principally to entertain the services and factory workers, so the emphasis was on concert parties with an occasional revue, or play, in which famous actors and actresses might appear. 

    Both were the product of high-minded initiatives early in the war before serious fighting put such projects out of mind. The driving force behind CEMA was its chairman, Lord Keynes, the economist, whose interests were divided between his theories that full employment would provide a satisfactory cycle of production and demand, and his passion for the performing arts. At the end of the war, when CEMA was expanded into the Arts Council, he explained, ‘I do not believe it is yet realized what has happened. State patronage of the arts has crept in. It has happened in a very English, informal, unostentatious way – half-baked, if you like … It is a new game we are teaching you to play – and to watch … bringing to everybody in the country the possibility of learning these new games which only the few used to play.’ 

    Both organizations were riven by internal strife. In CEMA, opposing views were held by the chairman, Lord Keynes and its most prominent man of the theatre, Lewis Casson. The latter, a high-minded socialist, seemed to feel that any production that was a commercial success was immoral and that the theatre should essentially be an act of giving and receiving between actors and audiences. Keynes on the other hand constantly used the word ‘enjoyment’, maintaining that any production worth presenting should pay its way. In ENSA, the director Basil Dean had constantly to struggle to maintain quality in his productions in which no performer could earn more than £10 a week. As there was not enough talent to support so vast an operation, he was continually under criticism for presenting shoddy entertainment and earned little enough credit for his triumphs, which included a tour by the Old Vic Company, with Laurence Olivier, Ralph Richardson and Sybil Thorndike in the cast. 

    Those who saw their productions – initially King Richard III, Peer Gynt and Arms and the Man – recall them as theatrical experiences of a lifetime, for this was a time that inspired great performances if not creative work. Perhaps, those writers who were on active service were too busily involved in a war of movement (unlike those who had had all too long to brood in the trenches of 1914-18), or the spirit of the time lacked the initial exaltation and the later disillusionment of the earlier war. Even those writers who remained in London seemed unable to rise to the stimulus of the times, even though one of them, the drama critic and diarist James Agate, wrote as the war was ending, ‘Who is going to be the first to admit that to the writing man the last five and a half years have been an inestimable boon, since they have provided him with material he would not otherwise have had? … I was never in any real danger … I used to look forward to the sirens and never heard a warning without experiencing what, if I must be honest, I must call a pleasurable thrill … During the time of the flying bombs, and afterwards of the rockets, the tempo of life was faster than it can ever be again.’ 

    Yet those who shared Agate’s excitement neither produced the work that might have been expected, nor did any stimulating bohemia arise in London. Literary folk did indeed concentrate in that part of north Soho between Broadcasting House and the Ministry of Information, in the Senate House of London University in Bloomsbury, where many of them worked. This quarter became known as Fitzrovia, after the Fitzroy pub where they would congregate, but the ideas that emerged from the haze of cigarette smoke and alcohol lacked verve or originality. Most of those whose talents were stimulated by the times waited until the coming of peace before writing about them in retrospect. 

    Already their expectations were ahead of them, relishing the prospect of the end of paper-rationing, and more books, magazines and newspapers, to print or review their works, and the curtains of London theatres no longer rising at half-past six or seven in the evening. The playwright and wit Herbert Farjeon wrote in April, ‘Plays will be starting at half-past eight again. Late-comers will be coming in late again. It will no longer be unthinkable to have dinner before the curtain rises. It will no longer be impossible to get a table after the curtain falls. Even certain dramatic critics may think twice about entering the stalls in grey flannel trousers, fresh from the spade and hoe.’ 

    Farjeon was not to enjoy this happy return, for he died in the week that the European war ended while writing a magazine article about the joys of peacetime cricket. It was he, however, who had originated a theatrical institution in London that had a remarkable effect upon morale. This was the series of revues at the Ambassador’s Theatre – Sweet and Low, Sweeter and Lower, Sweetest and Lowest – which opened in 1943 and continued well into the peace. Farjeon did not, in fact, write the scripts but they derived directly from the sophisticated ‘intimate revues’ which he had written and presented in the West End during the 1930s. These, in turn, were essentially a middle-class development of the cockney music hall, but the sketches owed much to ‘in-jokes’, often involving fashionable names from Bohemia, or smart society, which flattered the audiences by assuming familiarity with them. 

    The star of these revues was Hermoine Gingold, a highly original actress with a mordant sense of humour, a sepulchral voice, fine legs and a face she could twist into a gargoyle. The series ran throughout the ‘Little Blitz’ bombing attacks of early 1944 and the V-weapon bombardment later (the doors of the little theatre once being blown in by a bomb), and became the epitome of the British theory that danger and death were best faced by trivialising them. The belief that a sense of humour was a British monopoly, (and its survival a not inconsiderable war aim, as I decided one wartime evening at this theatre), led Hermione Gingold to doubt its future. Within a year of its opening, many of the young, uniformed British, who had been the principal ingredient of her audiences, departed for the invasions of the Continent. There would be a large potential audience in the hundreds of thousands of Americans at air and supply bases in the British Isles, but these could neither be expected to laugh at British humour, or recognise the names – like those of James Agate or John Gielgud – that were scattered about. 

    Soon she found she was wrong. Americans devoted to The New Yorker and the humour of such as James Thurber and Charles Addams, felt entirely at home in the Ambassador’s Theatre and soon they had replaced the missing British. The commander of the United States 8th Air Force, General Doolittle, even took a permanent box at the theatre, leaving instructions that, when it was not occupied by himself or his friends, it should be offered free to any uniformed Americans. Gingold, so grotesquely English on stage, struck up a mutually delighted relationship with her new audiences and this led directly to her emigration to New York, the Broadway stage, Hollywood films and American television when the war had ended. 

    Another, very different, revue, which ran throughout the war and established its own legend while doing so, was called Revudeville at the Windmill Theatre. While this, too, derived from the musical halls, it had another, less open, origin in the sly Victorian attitude to sexuality. There was no hint of this in the Daily Telegraph, the only national newspaper which regularly reviewed each edition of the revue. In January, 1945, their critic wrote that the new production was ‘a gay and lively affair, exceptionally well-dressed … There is a particularly attractive little Victorian ballet and the dancing includes an exceptionally well-executed Apache dance’, while the resident character actor ‘shows us Shakespeare at home and Hitler at the microphone and at the end is happily engaged in a Mexican scene.’ 

    What was not reported was that (as I recall seeing with a thrill of surprise) in this Mexican scene the dozen girls dancing to samba music wore transparent dresses and nothing underneath and that, in the little Victorian ballet, the dancers’ bodices were so designed that their breasts regularly flipped into view. At this time, when the censorship of the Lord Chamberlain forbade nudity on stage, or film, unless it was as motionless as a statue (even the expansion and contraction of the rib-cage for breathing was forbidden if this could be seen from the stalls), it seemed the ultimate in eroticism. 

    For those young men expecting the Windmill girls to fulfil what so clearly seemed their promise, there was disappointment. The producer of the revue, Vivian Van Damm, who had the looks of a satyr from the garden statuary of Ancient Rome, guarded them jealously and the sons of Edwardian ‘Stage Door Charlies’ were discouraged. There was, however, one rendezvous where they might be encountered (and found to be remarkably innocent, too) and this was, poignantly, very much a place of its time. 

    In a mean and shabby Georgian house on the edge of Soho in Great Windmill Street, a steep and narrow staircase led to a single room on the first floor, known as Pop Allen’s Club. Here, Mr Allen, a morose Slav, presided over a little bar, which, because of its status as a club, could sell alcohol regardless of the hours of opening imposed upon pubs by the licencing laws. This little den had been adopted by the British and Commonwealth aircrews of Bomber Command and here, by a tradition established earlier in the war, they were able to meet the Windmill girls, who had come across the narrow street from their stage door, often still in their greasepaint. 

    These were, all too often, brief encounters, since the life expectancy of those flying heavy bombers over Germany was short. But over the mantelpiece, above the hissing gas fire, was their memorial, an artless and touching collage of photographs, already curling at the edges and yellowing with cigarette smoke. Here were groups of grinning young men, posed beneath the black bulk of their bomber, or around a huge bomb across which they had chalked a cheeky slogan. There were glossy, professional portraits of the Windmill girls with lights in their hair, wide eyes gazing upward beneath long lashes and white teeth shining between parted, glistening lips. Most of the young men were, by the beginning of 1945, already dead. 

    Unlike the Ambassador’s Theatre, the Windmill did not seem to strike such a response amongst the Americans; surprisingly, because their sexuality – or, at least, their interest in, and attitude to, sex – was an important part of the ethos with which they had swept across the British Isles, bringing change to the society that they invaded. After three years of close contact with their American allies, the British would never be quite the same, for the influences that surprised, delighted and shocked them came riding on the crests of other waves of social change. It was not just the customs and attitudes that the Americans brought with them, but that these prompted the British to take a fresh look at their own and, as a result, often to change them. 

    Nothing had prepared the British for the arrival of the Americans. In the First World War, nearly all their troops had been shipped direct to France so that, for the vast majority, the measure by which they would be judged was that of the Hollywood film star: the expectation that their officers might be like Spencer Tracy; their sergeants, Clark Gable; their private soldiers, Gary Cooper. There was also the expectation that they would not only be boastful and brash but anti-British, emulating the prejudices of Colonel McCormick, the proprietor of the Chicago Tribune, whose Anglophobia had been widely reported. 

    They had started to arrive in 1942, often to be met with bewildered disappointment. They did not look as expected: tall, certainly, but also overweight with putty-coloured complexions (the British soldier of this period tended to be of medium height, but lean, muscular and ruddy-faced). Their uniforms, made of far finer cloth than the rough serge of British battledress, looked casual and they began to decorate them with campaign ribbons as soon as they disembarked in Britain, where we had become so accustomed to air attack that it seemed ridiculous that any soldier amongst us could consider himself on active service. 

    By British standards, they were rich, particularly in the middle and lower ranks. An American captain, lieutenant, or sergeant, earned more than double the pay of his British equivalent and their private soldiers more than quadruple that of our own. Even more potent was their unlimited store of luxuries: particularly cigarettes, candy and nylon stockings, an American invention new to the British. They were often generous in the extreme, arriving to visit British acquaintances, laden with such gifts. 

    While introducing customs of their own, they disregarded some of ours. To British villages, they often suggested the idea of giving a party for its own sake, rather than for some special occasion. Countrymen, who had hitherto regarded their local public house as a male preserve, now found themselves invited to bring their wives – and, more particularly, their daughters – to a convivial evening at the expense of the strangers who chewed gum and talked as they did on the films. 

    Since the Americans did not understand the subtle gradations of British social class (even the obvious ones) they ignored them, so sweeping them aside far more effectively than decades of socialist preaching. A girl could now expect to be judged solely by her charm, rather than her accent and manners, and many a working-man found himself a guest at the bar of an American officers’ mess and called ‘sir’ by those of a rank that would have hitherto automatically earned that respect from him. 

    Indeed, the British came to consider the Americans too indiscriminate, (not only prostitutes, but ‘fast’ girls with marriage in mind, clustered wherever they were stationed and the British female drivers and secretaries to senior American officers often had manes of blonde, or copper-coloured hair cascading on to the shoulders of the officer-type uniforms they affected). They were sexually uninhibited too, beginning a courtship with gallant flattery that would have caused an Englishman to be dismissed as a ‘ladies’ man’ but which, from them, was likely to bring success. 

    Their love-making was equally free from scruple. Opposite the house in Gloucestershire, where my parents were living at this time, were some of the playing-fields of Cheltenham College and a favourite walk was across these and parkland beyond towards a large Georgian house, which was then a convent. But on a summer evening, the perimeter of the cricket-field was sometimes stewn with copulating Anglo-American couples, often with an open box of chocolates beside them. Our gaze was averted, but the walk was only abandoned after our spaniel puppy bounded up, shaking a used contraceptive like a rat. 

    Not surprisingly, perhaps, the Americans were, at this time, often loathed by their British, male contemporaries. When, soon after their arrival, we heard them shouting, ‘Air raid! Air raid!’ and running for a cellar as soon as the siren sounded (we veterans only took notice when we heard gunfire, or actually saw the enemy), our mockery was unbridled. We considered their vulgarity inappropriate, at least, to the heroic times: it was shocking to hear that Bruce Bairnsfather, the humorous artist who had celebrated the dogged British soldier of the First World War, had been reduced to painting pin-up girls on the walls of American officers’ messes and on the noses of their bombers. In June, 1944, as the Allied invasion fleets had steamed across the Channel, I had felt my own patriotic elation belittled by American landing-craft amplifying Chattanooga Choo Choo through their loud-hailers. 

    Then it became clear that the British servicemen, who trained with Americans, respected their determination and enthusiasm, while recognizing that their attitudes and customs were strange. My own letters and diaries of these years reflect the change in attitude. By 1944, there are fewer references to ‘drunken Yanks’ and, in that year, admiration for them. After a night attack on London during the ‘Little Blitz’, I wrote to my parents, ‘When a large block of flats were set on fire, the Yanks were marvellous at getting people out – it wasn’t as if it was their people being blitzed.’ In June, I wrote when my ship put into Portsmouth, ‘We work a lot with the Yankees and they are grand chaps – you should see one of their ships we helped in today – God knows how they brought her back.’ 

    Even so, the British attitude remained patronizing of American capabilities in war; they were seen as brave but unskilled as fighters, relying on overwhelming force and technological power. In the armed forces, we never tired of telling tales of American blunder – bombing our own troops by mistake; dropping our own gliders into the sea; themselves being slaughtered on the Normandy beaches; only being able to break out of that beach-head and race across France because the British and Canadians were fighting the main force of the enemy outside Caen. This prejudice persisted, despite mounting evidence of its invalidity, until the seizing of the Remagen bridge over the Rhine by the Americans on 7th March, 1945. This was an act of war in the heroic style – something to be remembered as proudly as Agincourt or Rorke’s Drift – and it silenced our carping and earned our applause. 

    The Americans had introduced us to a new awareness of other forms of society and other political systems. Money might mean social status to them but it also meant that this was available to anybody who had the ability to earn it. Republicanism might seem alien and lacklustre when compared with our monarchy and tradition-bound parliamentary system, but there was a freshness about it. While our sovereigns spoke to us by radio at Christmas as from Olympus, President Roosevelt was known for his regular ‘fireside chats’ to his nation. Since 1940, Winston Churchill had exhorted us like a warlord and most of us could quote from his speeches, but there was still the memory of the grey, ineffective politicians who had preceded him and of Neville Chamberlain declaring war on Germany in a doom-laden voice. He seemed a lonely giant when, on 25th March, another one, David Lloyd George, who had led the country to victory in the first war with Germany, died and Churchill, with a typically generous and ominipotent gesture, ordered that four grandsons should be flown home from the battlefronts for his funeral in Wales. Who could follow such men? 

    Now there was a coalition government in Britain that was expected to last as long as the war. Political truce had been declared and those few who appeared to break it by criticizing the Prime Minister, or the policies of the War Cabinet, were presented as unpatriotic at least, even traitorous. The critics were mostly on the left wing of the Labour Party – clever, idealistic young pamphleteers, like Aneurin Bevan and Michael Foot – who spoke and wrote violently in the House of Commons or Fleet Street but, as their Tory opponents liked to point out, had little direct involvement in the violence of war. 

    Bevan, the Member of Parliament for the Welsh mining community of Ebbw Vale, had, unlike most of his fellow-socialists in the House of Commons, sniped at and skirmished with Churchill, who had described him as ‘a squalid nuisance.’ For all this notoriety, Bevan made surprisingly little impact on public opinion. Indeed, his fiery Welsh oratory in a bullying, high-pitched voice, his flushed face and wild forelock of hair threw him into startling relief in the House (as I once saw from the gallery) not only against the massive presence and Homeric words of Churchill but also beside the Labour ministers who served in the War Cabinet. These were seen as reassurance that the nation was united and sound at heart: Clement Attlee, the Deputy Prime Minister, the former Army officer who had devoted much of his life to the relief of poverty in the slums of London and hid his ability and sensitivity, and, indeed, toughness behind a dry modesty; Ernest Bevin, the Minister of Labour, the massive Devonian, who had given the trade unions their present power by welding fifty of them together into the largest in the world, the Transport and General Workers’ Union, which he had run with blunt self-assurance; Herbert Morrison, the Home Secretary, the resourceful, cunning and ambitious London politician, whose cockney perkiness relieved the dreary, if worthy, presence of much of the Labour leadership. 

    Michael Foot, on the other hand was a journalist and it was in the Fleet Street offices of newspapers and periodicals that real political power was being exercised. He himself, having struck up an unlikely friendship with his political opposite, Lord Beaverbrook, the imperialist proprietor of the Daily Express, Sunday Express and Evening Standard, had become editor of the latter with freedom to express his views; he had resigned in 1944 and now ran the left-wing weekly Tribune, wrote a regular political column for the Labour Party’s own Daily Herald and enjoyed a considerable reputation as a crusading pamphleteer for his part in writing a brief book, Guilty Men, which blamed Conservative politicians for failing to stand up to the dictators. 

    But whereas the bulk of the House of Commons seemed broadly to support the National Government, Fleet Street was seething with radical ideas. 

    Beaverbrook hired some of the most vigorous young radicals to run, or write for, his newspapers, because he recognized the value of the journalistic chemistry this would produce; because he admired their zeal; and also, perhaps, because he liked to pit himself against them and delighted in victory when he made a political convert, or renegade. Among these, Frank Owen, the former Liberal MP, became a favourite and edited the Standard before Foot; Tom Driberg, became the ‘William Hickey’ columnist for the Daily Express; and Aneurin Bevan, whose political passion matched his own, and whose weakness for some of the pleasures of the rich he exploited. 

    Although most of the other proprietors of national newspapers – Lord Rothermere (Daily Mail, Sunday Dispatch and Evening News), Lord Camrose (Daily Telegraph), Lord Kemsley (Sunday Times and Daily Sketch) and Colonel Astor (The Times) were also strongly Conservative, most of their journalists were not; indeed a Tory amongst us was a rarity. The dominant mood was a civilized radicalism, like that preached by the Liberal News Chronicle, which was, socially, the most entertaining newspaper to work for, and the Manchester Guardian. 

    By far the most vigorous newspaper in propounding socialism was the tabloid Daily Mirror, which mixed homely news-items about prize-winning vegetables and talking budgerigars, photographs of pretty girls and kittens and strip-cartoons with radical propaganda aimed unerringly at the men and women in the armed forces and in the factories, whose favourite newspaper it was. The Army, in particular had been well-prepared for the reception of such ideas: in the two years it was being trained in the British Isles for the cross-Channel offensive, it was subjected to left-wing political indoctrination. To keep the men’s minds busy – and off the prospect of assaulting beaches – the War Office decided that they should be regularly instructed in current affairs. The lecturers available to the organization which handled them, the Army Bureau of Current Affairs, were largely radicals and sometimes Marxists. Since the feats of the Red Army in throwing back the main force of the Wehrmacht was a matter for universal thankfulness, praise of the Soviet Union and its political system was in order, even in the eyes of the War Office. 

    The Daily Mirror gave a personal edge to its policies by championing the causes of the lowest ranks. Earlier in the war, their columnist William Connor, signing himself ‘Cassandra’, had been a sharp critic of military bureaucracy until he himself had been conscripted. There had been improvements (partly due to him) but still the Mirror presented itself as caring for its readers in the ranks. Every Thursday an ‘agony column’, entitled Question Time in the Mess and covering problems such as compassionate leave, mail deliveries and post-war gratuities, was edited by a young woman named Barbara Betts – remembered by one fellow-journalist as ‘a mousey little thing’ and, by another, as ‘rather sharp-tongued’ – who was to become better known as Barbara Castle, a post-war Labour Cabinet minister and life peeress. 

    Part of its attraction was an American zest, for its content and lay-out was broadly based upon those of the New York Daily News, including the page of strip-cartoons. In this, it was alone among British newspapers (apart, perhaps, from its stable-mate the Sunday Pictorial and its more genteel imitators, the Daily Sketch and Sunday Graphic) for Fleet Street considered its treatment and presentation of news and features more sophisticated than the American. Oddly, the only British newspaper to have direct, daily contact with American journalists was the one least effected by trans-Atlantic trends, The Times. For in the gloomy, Victorian offices in Printing House Square, the United States Army’s newspaper Stars and Stripes was produced and printed in the same dignified typeface as ‘The Thunderer’. Written and edited mostly by young non-commissioned officers, its content was in complete contrast: amongst it, the airing of soldiers’ ‘gripes’, sports news, cartoons, and the occasional racy article, like an interview with the genteel English stripper Phyllis Dixey (‘Americans seemed surprised by my act. Somewhere they have received the impression that I do – what do you call it? – the bumps.’) 

    The elderly Times journalists and printers were fond of the cuckoos in their dusty nest, but remained unaffected by their breezy attitudes. The Mirror, too, remained resolutely British at heart and in this was the strength of its appeal. While most other newspapers reflected the views of their millionaire proprietors, the Mirror, was run by a small caucus of tough, self-made men under the chairmanship of Harry Guy Bartholomew – ‘Bart’ to Fleet Street – who identified with what he knew to be, or considered should be, the aspirations of the working-class as passionately as Lord Beaverbrook championed the British Empire. 

    Coming from a poor, almost Dickensian London family – his father was a City clerk; his mother a teacher of singing – he had worked his way upward on the Mirror as a picture specialist: first as a cartoonist, later as an enterprising and inventive art editor. Together with Cecil King, the future chairman of the group but then advertising director, he studied the New York tabloids and applied their ideas to the British market. But while King, the nephew of the legendary newspaper baron, Lord Northcliffe, was a rich but egalitarian Wykehamist, Bart was class-conscious in the extreme and idealized the manual worker. As his most vigorous henchman on the Mirror, Philip Zec, put it, ‘We loved our readers – we would do anything for them.’ 

    A former advertising man (like William Connor), Zec came from a Jewish, working-class family and, acutely conscious of British social-stratification, shared Bart’s view of their readers. He was the Mirror’s political cartoonist and, like Connor, had been in trouble with the Government over the sharpness of his comment (particularly over one cartoon showing a sailor from a torpedoed ship drowning in the Atlantic, with the caption, ‘The price of oil’). Zec aimed to give his public a new self-confidence. Hitherto, most cartoonists had shown the British working man as a humble, even down-trodden, sometimes comic, figure: the robust, shrewd John Bull belonged, of course, to the rural middle class. But now he was presented as tough and intelligent, his square jaw and resolute stance recalling the stock figure of a worker in official Soviet art. 

    The policy of the Mirror, which involved thinking like their ideal readers, was often formed in what they called ‘the branch office’, El Vino’s bar in Fleet Street. Standing at the mahogany counter just inside the doors, they drank, sometimes quite heavily, in the lunch-hour and, from their talk emerged what they liked to consider ‘the soul’ of their newspaper. Zec would have completed the next morning’s cartoon by this time, so, in the afternoon, he would, despite having no other recognized position in the office, work in other departments, involving himself on the news desk, with the leader-writers, in the composing-room or even going out with reporters on their assignments. The partnership of Bart and Zec gave the Mirror its impact in the bold use of pictures and headlines, the balance of news and, above all, in political policy. Because they took themselves so seriously, their message got through to their readers with the consequences that were to be evident in the summer of 1945. 

    The radical influence of the Mirror was equalled, for a generally middle-class readership, by the weekly magazine Picture Post. This, too, had an American origin, being in appearance, lay-out and style a British imitation of Life magazine. But whereas the latter was coldly professional in the presentation of its picture-stories, its imitator had warmth and intimacy. This was partly through a touch of Continental sophistication from its first editor, the Hungarian Stefan Lorant; then, when fear of a German invasion of Britain drove him to the United States, the humane radicalism of his successor, Tom Hopkinson, whose dedication to the socialist cause equalled Bartholomew’s. 

    Launched in the week of the Munich crisis in 1938 and of the threat of imminent war, Picture Post had been an instant success. Pioneering the use of the Leica 35mm. camera – particularly in the hands of its young cockney photographer Bert Hardy – it broke away from static, posed photography, giving its picture-stories life and immediacy. Although it was essentially a pictorial magazine, it had enough confidence in its own popularity and in the intelligence of its readers to publish political articles of a length and weight rare in any mass-circulation magazine. 

    Together with Picture Post in the Hulton Press Group was the illustrated current affairs Leader magazine, for which I worked, and the ‘pocket magazine’ Lilliput, which had also been edited by Stefant Lorant, but offered short stories, cartoons and its famous juxtaposed photographs (Neville Chamberlain opposite a lama for example) and a little mild eroticism; it was designed as wartime escapism. These and other magazines were published with panache by the millionaire Edward Hulton, who had inherited a newspaper fortune, but it was Lorant’s successor, Tom Hopkinson, who gave Picture Post its style and its political stance. 

    Then in his thirties, Hopkinson had the looks of a strong-willed dilletante. Slight, always well-tailored and wearing a bow tie, he had a handsome, fastidious face and the unblinking stare of his large blue eyes was commanding. Since coming down from Oxford, he had been amongst the many in the upper-middle-class of his generation to proclaim an idealized but, nonetheless, trenchant socialism. For him, this was based on the conviction that the success of Great Britain in the 19th century had been because, as he put it, the country had ‘taken a gamble’ on the drive and ability of the middle class. Now all the nation’s talent was needed, and it was the turn of the working class. 

    Under Lorant, Picture Post had not been markedly left-wing in its policies, but Hopkinson’s succession in 1940 coincided with a change of heart in the formerly Conservative Hulton. The collapse of France, Hopkinson believed, had convinced Hulton that the working class would not fight for a government of privilege so that the only hope of holding their support in the struggle, in which Britain was about to be locked, was to support their causes. His editor quickly caught the tide of his opinions, introducing to him the liveliest-minded socialists – many of them journalists with political ambitions – who propounded their views, contributed to the magazine and so set its course firmly leftward. 

    Early in the war, Picture Post had devoted much space to the pictorial coverage of world events, then increasingly left this to the venerable Illustrated London News, and the newspapers, in the belief that the prime interest of its readers was in the future, and a Utopian one at that. So the emphasis of the magazine was often on future peace rather than present war; more of its pages, now less than thirty, a quarter of its pre-war size, followed a parallel course to that of the Daily Mirror. Indeed, Hopkinson saw that newspaper and his magazine as the standard-bearers of the socialist crusade. 

    In the first issue of Picture Post in 1945, only one page was devoted to the war: photograph and caption, headed ‘The Problem of Japan’ and beginning, ‘We must return to the Far East with the intention of raising the standard of life for the native peoples and giving them liberty and guidance.’ The other features were headed, ‘Industry’s Problem: The Coming Change-over’ about the switch to peace production; ‘What is the Future of British Films?’; ‘The Problem of Art in Industry: Design in Everyday Things’; ‘London: Can it Become a World Fashion Centre?’; ‘The Problem of the Countryside: Can We Build Four Million Houses and Still Keep the Peace of Britain?’; ‘The Story of a Happy Man’ about a country handyman and four articles by politicians about the next General Election, a subject which then seemed, to most people, of the distant future. 

    Like most of the liberal intelligentsia – indeed, most of the country – Hopkinson aired extravagant admiration for the Russians. The fact that they were doing two-thirds of the fighting against the Germans, as he would stress, seemed to absolve them from criticism of Stalin’s pre-war excesses, his pact with Hitler and his invasion of Poland in 1939. He was appalled to hear talk of a future confrontation, if not war, with the Soviet Union amongst senior American officers and right-wing Conservatives in the circle of Lady Rothermere, wife of the proprietor of the Daily Mail, who were collectively known as ‘Anne Rothermere’s Circus’. To counter what he saw as threats to the alliance with Russia, Hopkinson sometimes promoted the opposite extreme. In April, he published an article by the philosopher Bertrand Russell, who made such startling claims as, ‘Since the fall of Trotsky, the Soviet Government has ceased to support revolutionary movements in other countries.’ 

    There was no hint in the newspapers or magazines of the whispers a few heard from the more highly-placed politicians and diplomatists that the smoothly reassuring predictions made after the Yalta conference were not being fulfilled. At the end of March, Oliver Harvey, a Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office and private secretary to Anthony Eden, the Foreign Secretary, was writing in his diary, ‘Relations with the Russians are deteriorating. Not a single one of the decisions of the much-heralded Crimean Conference which has not been sabotaged by them.’ Rumours of such warnings, when they reached Fleet Street, were usually dismissed as reactionary propaganda, or were swept away by the tide of wishful thinking. 

    Like their fellows on the Mirror, the journalists of Picture Post – and, in fact, most prominent journalists in Fleet Street – often maintained friendships, or, at least, contact with others involved with radical ideas, perhaps in the Labour Party, the Liberal Party, the Fabian Society, the BBC and the Army Bureau of Current Affairs. Indeed, the newspaper and the magazine with their circulations of 2,400,000 and about 1,000,000, respectively, became the cement which bound together the factions, the motives and the ideas that were building up a massive structure of opinion. 

    The newspaper and the magazine had caught the tide of public opinion. Two years before, both had supported – Picture Post both editorially and financially – the Beveridge Report (the study of social insurance by the Oxford economist Sir William Beveridge that was to become the foundation of the ‘Welfare State’) and the Abercrombie Report, which brought the issues of town planning to the public at large. 

    Professor Patrick Abercrombie, a lecturer in architecture at the University of London, had, together with the architect of the London County Council, fired popular imagination with his idea of seizing the opportunity of a much-ruined capital city ‘the like of which has, perhaps, only occurred once before, when she suffered the twin disasters of the Plague and Fire … There is thus presented to London a unique stimulus to better planning.’ 

    The future London was to be idyllic, combining ‘rest and culture’ (a phrase reminiscent of Soviet jargon), its blocks of workers’ flats set amongst gardens, its traffic kept at a distance from them by ring-roads. ‘We can build the new England, which has been the inspiration, and must be the reward, of the citizen-soldier, who “knows what he fights for and loves what he knows,” ’ was Professor Abercrombie’s exhortation. 

    Both editors understood that the jingoism of the First World War was no longer enough to summon up the blood; tangible goals such as these were what the more sophisticated young readers of their own time needed. 

    But, for all their zeal and their flair for imaginative pictorial journalism, it was neither the Mirror nor Picture Post, but the staid old Times, which, albeit unconsciously, made an unsettling, or exciting, prophesy at the beginning of 1945. As was their custom on the first day of January, they published a photograph of the last sunset of the old year. This time, the sun was setting over the Kentish village of Chartwell, which – as was not mentioned in the caption, but which most of the British knew – was the home of Winston Churchill. 

   





   

      

    Chapter Two 

      

    The gale had blown itself out and the wooden hull rocked on a gentle swell with timbers creaking. The night was dark and cold, but below deck, where it was light and warm, I had dozed briefly on a bunk. Some noise, unexpected amongst the soothing sounds and movement of the sea, had wakened me and, on opening my eyes, I saw frigates under sail. They were in a framed aquatint screwed to the bulkhead that showed a British squadron blockading, I think, Brest during the Napoleonic wars. 

    In the moment of waking, their image came together with what I could feel and hear – the crews of those wooden ships would have lived with the same sensations – and felt a sudden kinship with them and the continuity of the historical events that linked us. This was as real as it was romantic: Pitt and Churchill; Bonaparte and Hitler; Britain the beleaguered island. 

    Then the noise that had wakened me began again. It was a harsh, metallic voice from the radio-telephone on the bridge above. ‘Tartan to Bullfrog. Tartan to Bullfrog. Starshell and gunfire, bearing red zero five.’ The odd call-signs, and now the thud of distant firing, brought me back to February, 1945, and I clambered up the narrow ladder to the bridge. There, the only relief from darkness were the white towels tucked around the necks of black oilskin suits worn by the half-dozen young men, and the starshells hanging in the sky ahead of us. 

    This was the bridge of a motor torpedo-boat of the Royal Navy on patrol in the North Sea. The action about to begin, now almost a nightly occurrence, was part of the two principal acts of warfare still being waged directly from the British Isles: the defence of shipping at sea and the bombing offensive against Germany. In sharp contrast to one another, they illustrated the changes that were overtaking the conduct of war. 

    Since the spring of 1943, the German submarine offensive against shipping – supported by surface raiders and long-range aircraft – had seemed to be on the wane, defeated by new tactics and equipment; more defending ships and aircraft. But, suddenly, as the Allied armies were crossing the frontiers of Germany, violent new assaults were launched; not so much against the convoys in the familiar battle-areas of the North Atlantic but, for the first time since the first year of the war, in the coastal waters of the British Isles, in the English Channel and in the North Sea. 

    Despite heavy and continual bombing of U-boat building-yards and the huge concrete ‘pens’ in their bases, their production had increased and new types were coming into service. These were powered by diesel engines boosted by high-test peroxide, which made them faster submerged than their escorts on the surface, and the Schnorkel air-tube, which enabled them to re-charge their batteries underwater without having to expose themselves to detection by radar. At the end of 1944, eighteen of the new submarines – the big, ocean-going Type XXI and the smaller, coastal Type XXIII – were coming into service each month, and, in January, thirty were commissioned. The total strength of the U-boat force rose from four hundred and thirty-two late in 1944, to a peak strength of four hundred and sixty-three in the following March. 

    At the beginning of the year, the Admiralty feared that, by February or March, sinkings of merchant ships would equal the most disastrous totals that had been reached in 1943. Because the new U-boats were able to operate again in waters that had for years been regarded as too dangerous for them, they returned to the narrow seas in an attempt to cut the supply routes between the British Isles and the Continent. In January, they sank seven ships in inshore waters; in February, eleven; and in March, ten. Should the war continue and their numbers increase, it was feared that the resulting loss of ammunition, fuel and other war material would hamper and slow the advance of the Allied armies into Germany. 

    Another threat in the same waters came from motor torpedo-boats – the E-boat – and types of midget submarine, of which the former were the most formidable, sinking thirty-one ships between January and May. Operating now from the Dutch coast, with bases at Den Helder and Ijmuiden, they concentrated their attacks on convoys bound for the Schedlt and Antwerp and on the east coast of England, roaring across at night to torpedo ships, or lay mines in their path. 

    The main defence against them were the motor torpedo-boats of Coastal Forces, now based mostly at Great Yarmouth and Felixstowe, and ferocious battles took place at high speed and close range. It was a curiously old-fashioned form of warfare, fought with dash by both sides. In the balance of the weaponry there was a touch of medieval trial by combat. E-boats and MTBs were about the same size; wooden boats of little more than one hundred tons with a crew of thirty-odd, but their armament and capabilities were as different as those of gladiators with trident and net, or sword and armour. Armed with torpedoes, or mines, and few guns, the E-boats could make more than forty knots, whereas the British, heavily armed with torpedoes, depth charges and perhaps a dozen guns, could not manage thirty. If the E-boat came within range of the MTB it could be instantly shot to pieces. Since it could not be caught in pursuit, the British would lie in wait with engines stopped – as we were that night in the North Sea – in the hope of interception. 

    This was war as a young man might hope to experience it. Defending one’s country; leaving its ports to fight its enemies, then returning to immediate reward (there were pretty Wrens at the base, parties and frequent leave to London, or home). It was violent, of course; in this week an accidental fire at the Coastal Forces base at Ostend destroyed a dozen MTBs in an eruption of exploding petrol tanks and ammunition, with heavy loss of life – but a young man could expect excitement and danger and also that he was likely to survive. 

    This was not the case with their contemporaries who had opted for what probably seemed a comparable alternative before leaving school; flying with Bomber Command. For this act of war, also waged from the familiar cosiness of England, was something very different. As he was only likely to discover when already committed, this young man would be called upon to disregard the tenuous chivalry which had tempered the horrors of war in Europe for the past couple of centuries. Also, he would realize that he himself was unlikely to survive. 

    It was not only Bomber Command that was flying from British airfields against the Germans, but there was a difference between it and the rest. The United States 8th Air Force; sending its formations of Flying Fortress and Liberator bombers to fight their way across Germany by day, was as old-fashioned in concept as a cavalry charge. But the stream of night bombers pouring down the same routes at night demanded just the same courage but involved another set of ethics. Even before the concept of area-bombing was admitted it could be seen from aerial photographs of burned-out German cities proudly published in the Illustrated London News that whole towns, and not just their industries, railway stations and docks, were now considered legitimate targets. Few objected, for that was what the Luftwaffe had done to London, Liverpool, Coventry, Exeter and the rest. 

    The culmination of area-bombing came in February with the destruction of Dresden by British and American heavy bombers and the deaths of between thirty and one hundred thousand civilians. Opposition from the defences was so slight that many airmen understood for the first time the implications of the war they waged, which had hitherto been obscured by their concentration on the nightly struggle to fly through enemy fighters and flak to the target and back. Now, also, the war was clearly ending and they could, at last, hope to survive. 

    By this time, some six hundred thousand German civilians had been killed by the bombers, but Bomber Command had lost more that fifty-five thousand aircrew killed and nearly ten thousand taken prisoner. Throughout the war, these men had lived – usually briefly – with the knowledge that they were unlikely to survive the thirty operations they must complete before being allowed a respite and, if their aircraft were shot down, their chance of escaping from it was one in five. They also came to realize that survival in the air at night had little or nothing to do with their own skill as airmen: the flak barrage, or the night fighter sliding under the belly of their bomber and shooting into it with heavy cannon at point-blank range, were indiscriminate. 

    Living with their fate, the crews of Bomber Command were like a closed monastic order. Civilians living in villages near their airfields, which were always in deep country, tended to see only the fronts they presented to those not facing such near-inevitability. Even flyers from other arms of the Royal Air Force were excluded from their doomed brotherhood. Richard Hough, a flight-lieutenant of twenty-one, flying Typhoon fighters with Fighter Command, disliked visiting bomber stations, finding them heavy with dread. ‘There was something dark and ominous about them,’ he later remembered. ‘The huge hangars, the black bombers, the rows of heavy bombs. Amongst the aircrew there was not just contained tension but – however much they were drinking and larking about in the mess – what must have amounted to supressed terror.’ 

    Two or three years earlier, I had first become aware of this when visiting a country parson’s house in Gloucestershire. Staying there was an RAF squadron-leader (an ordinary, middle-class man in his thirties with moustache and thinning hair) with his wife and young children. ‘This is Derek,’ our hostess had said, introducing him, ‘who is taking a weekend off from distributing bombs.’ The bomber pilot was very quiet, speaking occasionally to his wife in undertones and there was a tension in that usually cheerful drawing-room. It was like being in the presence of one mortally ill, who knew that they were about to die, which he was. 

    Those who were able to face this ordeal with most equanimity tended to have involved themselves in the technicalities of their aircraft, the techniques of bombing, or aerial gunnery, or in the administration of their squadron. I once met a former school-friend, a year or so older than myself, on a train; he wearing a bomb-aimer’s chevron and the little brass eagle of the Pathfinder force, which guided the bomber-stream to its target and usually stayed there until the end of the attack, and the purple-and-white ribbon of the Distinguished Flying Cross. He had a look of maturity and, indeed, age that was far beyond that to be expected of a twenty-year-old. His conversation was about parties in the mess, country pubs and his fascination with the technicalities of bombing. So interesting did he find this, he said, that he was hoping for a regular commission so that he could make it a lifetime study. (This, in the event, he began to do; only to be killed in a flying accident soon after the war.) 

    Another, who sublimated his fears beneath routine while on the ground, was an air gunner, who had become ‘gunnery leader’ of his Lancaster bomber squadron and devoted himself to the maintenance of the guns and the training of the gunners despite the fact that the light, .303 machine-guns in the turrets were almost useless against armoured night-fighters. This absorption stood him well but even he came to the edge of despair on his return from the great raid on Nuremburg in March, 1944, which had cost the destruction of more than one hundred bombers. 

    On entering the mess in the early hours of the morning, he made the customary joke about the number of eggs available for breakfast. One fresh egg was cooked for each plate but when crews failed to return a second-helping might be offered. On this occasion, the mess steward remarked that he could have many as he liked. Apart from his own crew, the only other to return was one of Australians and New Zealanders, already eating their meal in silence in the otherwise empty mess. 

    It was this disastrous attack on Nuremburg that, more than any other single event, set the crews of Bomber Command apart from other fighting men, if only in their own eyes. Another busy professional, young Group Captain Paddy Menaul, a regular RAF officer commanding a bomber station and already in his second tour of operations, had become accustomed to ‘getting back to base at three in the morning, drinking tea and rum, going to bed, then getting up for breakfast to see empty chairs at the tables.’ Some times there was a run of tragedy, as when three squadron commanders were killed in a single week, but more usually it was the young pilot-officers and their crews who failed to return from their first operation. 

    But, as the losses on the Nuremburg attack became apparent, it was realized that Bomber Command had lost more men in a single night than had Fighter Command in the entire Battle of Britain. Yet the fighter pilots were already legendary heroes, while the bomber crews remained dedicated to the destruction of German cities – and, sooner or later, of themselves – with little acclaim and, even while the war was being fought, with mounting criticism of their task. Menaul survived the war to become an air vice-marshal and the foremost authority on nuclear weapons. But the bitterness – compounded by the lack of post-war honours for the commanders and crews of Bomber Command – survived with him. 

    The war outside the British Isles could seem infinitely remote. Only those sent to fight elsewhere could escape the claustrophobia of a besieged fortress, for such our pleasant islands had become. It was difficult to relate to the fighting on the Continent, even when the first soldiers returned on leave at the beginning of 1945 (to be greeted by crowds singing First World War songs at Victoria Station). Farther afield, it seemed to be taking place on another planet: only a small minority of the population had travelled abroad and a fraction of that had ventured beyond Europe; for the servicemen, who wrote home, the journey by sea convoy to the Middle East, or Far East, would take many weeks, or even months; what their families at home could see of those theatres of war in the censored and distorted newsreels made them seem even more unreal by being mostly the scenes of success and off-duty jollity. 

    There was one exception to this feeling of remoteness from the far-flung battle line – at least amongst the middle classes – and that was India. So many had friends and relations who had lived and worked there – whether in the civil service, the armed forces, business, agriculture and, indeed, professions that they might have followed at home – that it seemed more familiar than, say, Scandinavia, or the Levant. There had been some worried talk about Indian nationalism before the war but now such portents had faded in the knowledge that the Indian Army, now fighting for the King-Emperor in Burma numbered more than four million, all of them volunteers. 

    In Europe, the war was touched by a grand theatricality which had been lost, or quickly smothered, in the mud of the trenches of the First World War. The last act had begun with the Normandy landings and the curtain was about to rise on the final scene, opening with the spectacular crossing of the Rhine and expectancy of a melodramatic grand finale in the ruins of Berlin. There was a tragi-comic sub-plot, too, involving a startling variety of senior officers, most of them British or American, with the latter coming to predominate as their armies grew. Leading the cast, were Eisenhower (kindly and wise but without the ruthless drive of a great commander); Montgomery (efficient, ruthless but needing to know that he could not lose before he started to fight); and Patton (the flamboyant cavalryman, an American Prince Rupert). 

    This sub-plot had been fraught with jealousies and misunderstanding since the beginning. Back in Normandy, the Americans had accused the British of doing little more than holding the Germans on the main line of the Allied advance, leaving the Americans to break out from the beach-head and start the long chase to the Rhine; while the British claimed that they were fighting the main force of the enemy, while the Americans easily collected the laurels and headlines against light opposition. Montgomery accused Eisenhower, his superior officer of timidity in edging up to the German frontier on a broad front instead of lunging across the northern plains in a thrust led by the British. When a limited offensive was launched and its spearhead was broken at Arnhem, the Americans blamed the British, just as when, three months later, the Wehrmacht caught the Americans off-guard in the Ardennes they, in turn, were blamed. 

    Now, the harsh words were being whispered again. Both British and American armies had had to fight desperately to reach the Rhine: the former in the Reichswald; the latter in the Huertgen forest amongst the defences of the old Siegfried Line. Then the Americans had rushed the bridge at Remagen and hoped to repeat the exploit, getting across the river when and how they could. The main assault crossing was to be a grand, set-piece offensive by Montgomery’s 21st Army Group, consisting of the British 2nd Army and the Canadian 12th Army, to which the United States 9th Army had been added for the occasion, which was planned for 23rd March. Montgomery had to restrain General Simpson, his American subordinate, from crossing ahead of schedule, but he had no such authority over Patton, farther south. So, on the night before Montgomery’s grand attack was to be launched, he was up-staged when Patton sent an infantry division across the river against little opposition between Worms and Mainz. The news of this was announced a few hours before Montgomery was due to start. 

    The following night, the grand attack began against opposition that explained the British caution. The infantry crossed in boats and amphibious vehicles and, next morning, two airborne divisions (one British, one American) dropped ahead of the advance on the far side of the river. It was a battle on the grand scale; the last of the European war and, in its concentration of events, probably the most spectacular of all. Horror was mixed with grandeur: when the young American commander of the renowned 82nd Airborne Division, General Gavin, flew over the battlefield, he counted twenty-three transport aircraft, or gliders going down in flames. Even then, he felt that piecemeal crossing along the length of the Rhine, with armies getting over as and when they could ‘on the run’, would have been quicker and less costly. 

    Seasoned fighting men, who had fought in Normandy and before, were awestruck by the scene. Richard Hough, flying his Typhoon fighter on a ‘flak-suppression’ mission as the airborne divisions began to land, was horrified, certain that he was seeing the defeat of the Allies. He flew low over the morning mist and the drifting smoke of the battlefield and wondered how gliders could land in such visibility. Then, he looked up and, as he put it later, ‘I suddenly saw that some of them were already arriving, wallowing aerial armadas that seemed to fill the sky. Already to port and starboard, above and below, released gliders were floating, nose well down, fast towards their landing areas. Some were being fired at and badly hit. One right under me turned over on touch-down and spilt out everyone. On my port side, a Dakota plummeted out of control and on fire into a wood … The kaleidoscope of falling planes and men, gliders landing seemingly without plan, if they were not shot out of the sky first, of smoke of every shade and hue, and sometimes the sharp blaze of flame from building or machine, all seen from the solitariness of a fighter’s cockpit, left me stunned and anguished. It seemed that the Rhine crossing was ending up as a terrible shambles.’ 

    Standing at the open door of his Dakota transport, his parachute linked with the release wire, stood Hugh Pond, a lieutenant of the Parachute Regiment, making his first jump into battle. On D-Day, he had gone to war by glider in the assault force that had landed on top of German shore batteries at Merville in Normandy. That had been at night but now he could see ‘a huge panorama’ into which he was about to jump; below; amphibious vehicles streaming across the river; all around, the parachutes of soldiers who had already jumped. Then, just before jumping himself, moments of horror: big Hamilcar gliders touching tree-tops as they swooped in to land, somersaulting and the light tanks and men within them crashing through their roofs to the ground. 

    Then he jumped and floated into battle and into Germany: open country, scattered with abandoned farms. These were well-stocked with food – smoked sausages and Westphalia hams – and one of the first meals his platoon cooked in the enemy homeland was a stew of melted chocolate, eggs and cream. 

    This was as unexpected, as was so much beyond the river, for the soldiers’ expectations had arisen from a weird and alarming amalgam of fact and fiction and propaganda. Images of the pre-war Nazi rallies, of golden-haired Hitler Youth, of tanks and dive-bombers, of Gestapo tortures and the legend of the invincibility cluttered the imagination. An official attempt to set attitudes in an appropriate stance had been made at the end of 1944, when the British Army printed a booklet entitled, simply, Germany, and this was now issued to the troops. ‘You are going into Germany,’ it told them, ‘You will find yourselves … among people of an enemy country … There will be no brutality about a British occupation, but neither will there be softness or sentimentality. You may see many pitiful sights. Hard luck stories may somehow reach you.’ Fraternizing with the conquered, it stressed, was forbidden. ‘Some of them may be true, at least in part, but most will be hypocritical attempts to win sympathy. For, taken as a whole, the German is brutal when he is winning, and is sorry for himself and whines for sympathy when he is beaten.’ 

    The soldier was to be on his guard. ‘When you meet the Germans you will probably think they are very much like us. They look like us, except that there are fewer of the wiry type and more big, fleshy, fair-haired men and women, especially in the north. 

    ‘They are not really so much like us as they look … For centuries they have been trained to submit to authority … The old Prussian army – and the Nazi army, too – set out intentionally to break the spirit of recruits. They were made to do stupid and humiliating things in order to destroy their self-respect and turn them into unquestioning fighting machines. This method produced a formidable military force, but it did not produce good human beings. It made the Germans cringe before authority. That is one reason why they accepted Hitler.’ 

    ‘All that matters,’ the booklet concluded, ‘is that you are about to meet a strange people in a strange, enemy country.’ 

    Even for those whose business it was to know what to expect, it was strange. The senior Intelligence officer on the staff of the British 8 Corps, which was to be the 21st Army Group’s corps de chasse after the crossing and the break-out from the bridgehead, was a cosmopolitan young major named Gerard Mansell. He had escaped from France with his French mother in the summer of 1940 and joined the Army as a private, later fighting as a platoon commander at El Alamein and taking part in the assault landings on the coasts of Sicily and Normandy. Few young men of twenty-four had seen so much varied service, but even such a military sophisticate as he was shaken by the Germany he entered. 

    ‘There was something apocalyptic about the scenes beyond the Rhine,’ he told me afterwards. ‘Destroyed towns, deserted countryside, hostility in the air. Dejected prisoners – often old men or boys – drifting back past us in crowds with refugees and displaced persons. Chaos and a feeling of disintegration and putrescence everywhere.’ 

    But for Mansell, personally, there was something far more terrible in store. They had crossed the Rhine and almost immediately passed through the shattered village of Weldar without knowing what had happened there the night before. He knew that his younger brother, Bob, as a glider pilot, might well have been amongst those bringing the airborne division across from England but he did not know that he had been taken prisoner. Nor did he know, until some weeks later, that he had escaped but, after three days trying to reach the Allied armies, had been captured by a party of Hitler Youth among the ruins of Weldar. Then and there they had killed him and, next morning, his elder brother had, unknowing, passed the place where he had died. 

    Nobody knew what to expect. Would the enemy withdraw into an alpine redoubt as was being forecast at Supreme Headquarters? Would Hitler have another new weapon – even more devastating than V1 and V2 – in reserve? Would the Allied armies find their lines of communication through Germany under constant attack by ‘Werewolf’ guerrillas, which were known to have been organized? 

    There was one certainty: that was the attitude toward the civil population. In France, Belgium and Holland it had often been confusing. Only cheering crowds had been shown on the newsreels, but every soldier had experienced bewilderment. In Normandy, there had sometimes been hostility from the French, who had opposed the Germans, because of the devastation brought to farm and village by the invasion. Even those, often in some minor official position, who appeared most helpful, might be so because they had been even more anxious to please the Germans and were eagerly changing sides, so hoping to escape retribution. 

    Twice I had come across this. In Calais, a retired chemist – a sad, stooped old man in a black beret – had volunteered to guide me round the battery of heavy guns above Sangatte, which had shelled Dover, then had insisted on being my host for drinks in a café. He, it turned out, had been a collaborator, now anxious to be seen hobnobbing with a uniformed Englishman. In Brussels, I had congratulated myself on squiring the prettiest of Belgian girls with tossing swags of copper hair. She occasionally spoke of a former boyfriend as ‘Sepp’, but it was some days before I discovered that he was Generaloberst der Waffen-SS Josef ‘Sepp’ Dietrich, the SS officer and friend of Hitler’s, who had commanded the 6th Panzer Army in the Ardennes offensive. 

    Now, in Germany, there was one rule: no fraternization. 

    When contact with the Germans was unavoidable, guidance on behaviour was given in the booklet already quoted. ‘If you have to give orders to German civilians, give them in a firm, military manner,’ it commanded. ‘The German civilian is used to it and expects it. 

    ‘If you should be billeted in a German household – though this will very seldom happen – be courteous but aloof, avoid loose talk and loose conduct, and keep your eyes and ears open. With their habitual reverence for all things military, the Germans will be quick to notice any slackness in the dress or bearing of British troops. Don’t let you Country or your Unit down.’ 

    Silent hostility was expected and found, as was occasional defiance: a shaken fist, or a captured soldier throwing up his arm in the Nazi salute. But friendliness, or even a willingness to cooperate with the invaders, could be confusing. David Woodward, a war correspondent of The Times and Manchester Guardian, was surprised that while some German youths of Volkssturm companies were sniping from the wood around his billet, others were standing outside holding a sheet on which they had painted the word Eis, trying to sell home-made ice cream to the British. 

    Hugh Pond, whose platoon had now become motorized infantry in the vanguard of the advance, was driving through a village when a middle-aged German civilian jumped on to the running-board of his truck and shouted in English that he welcomed the British soldiers who were liberating his country. Pond’s immediate reaction was revulsion and he struck the man across the face, knocking him into the road. Later, he realized that he might have been a genuine, brave, anti-Nazi German. 

    Similar reaction was provoked when a known anti-Nazi was reported to be amongst the Wehrmacht prisoners. Another correspondent, Leonard Mosley of the London Daily Express, had had the enterprise to resist the excitements of the advance across Germany to visit areas just occupied and the small military government units which were trying to bring some order into the chaos. At Krefeld, he met about ten American officers with twenty other ranks running the administration of the ruined city in which perhaps half a million civilians – many of them refugees – were living. Here, the Intelligence officer invited him to attend the interrogation of a young German officer who claimed to be a survivor of those who had attempted the assassination of Hitler in the previous July and had then been subjected to fearful vengeance. 

    ‘Lieutenant Kurt von Kielmansegg clicked his heels and gave us a precise and practiced military salute,’ reported Mosley. ‘He was a straight, blond-haired young man with a face that looked peaked with hunger and peevish from inbreeding, but his voice was low and pleasant. He was slow and arrogant at first, conscious that his story had attracted attention and realizing the potentials of it for increasing his own comfort.’ 

    Von Kielmansegg described how both he and his father, a general on the General Staff in Berlin, had both been involved in the plot. When it failed, both had been arrested; the father, executed, but he himself had escaped. First, he had managed to join an operational unit, then, hearing that the Gestapo were on his trail, he had again escaped, wandering until captured by the Americans. Of the plot, he simply said, ‘I would like to say that the whole of the Oberkommando [Supreme Headquarters] would have been overjoyed if it had succeeded. It would have saved us from this.’ 

    The interrogation over, Mosley went on, ‘We let him go and with another heel-click and a lofty look upon his face, he went out; a young and very minor, but nevertheless indubitable member of the German Staff in the old tradition. I remember thinking as I watched him that it wouldn’t be men like Keitel and Kesselring and Busch that we would have to be careful about in the years to come, once this war was over, but young men like Kurt von Kielmansegg.’ 

    The Nazis could be eradicated, he wrote, but militarism would be more difficult for ‘it would not mind what political power it supported so long as it could be given expression. There, I thought, as I watched him go, is the German General Staff of 1965 – if we don’t watch out.’ 

    Yet the supposition was wrong. Although the Americans released ‘von Kielmansegg’ in a few weeks’ time in recognition of his supposed anti-Nazi record, he was an imposter. The son of the real officer of that name, who had been arrested after the plot against Hitler, was aged nine. Although this was unknown to the Americans at Krefeld, Colonel Johann Graf Kielmansegg – the only German of that name in the ‘July plot’, who had been arrested by the Gestapo, condemned to death but had managed to escape – was also now a prisoner of the US Army. The young man, who had seemed to embody German militarism was – so Colonel Kielmansegg thought later – somebody junior from the Plans and Operations Division of the Wehrmacht Supreme Headquarters, where he himself had served, who had assumed his name and anti-Nazi reputation in the hope of the early release he achieved. On the other hand, he could have been a young SS officer, or know himself to be sought for war crimes. 

    Yet Mosley did have sympathy for some Germans, particularly those who cooperated with the Allies, not as renegades but with a will to rebuild their communities. In Krefeld, the German secretary to an American administrative officer, told him sadly, ‘It is natural that you should think us servile when we say we want to help. In fact, it is hard sometimes not to be defiant and show that we still have our pride.’ 

    Mosley noted that relations between conquerors and conquered were more relaxed in the American areas, particularly in those occupied by troops fresh from the United States, who showed little animosity and often franternized openly. The British attitude was stern, the ‘frat ban’ was enforced and the Germans considered us unnecessarily ruthless in the wholesale eviction of civilians from the few undamaged buildings, which were to be requisitioned. He had the feeling that the Russians were proving more effective by trying to make friends with the Germans, if only in order to convert them politically. 

    A meeting between all the Allied armies was still to come, although it could not be long delayed. The question was where this would take place. Until the end of March, it was hoped to meet in the ruins of Berlin. Although it had been decided at Yalta that the capital would eventually be isolated under Allied control within the Soviet zone of occupation, its capture would be a political and propaganda prize of the highest value. The British had not relaxed their pressure on Eisenhower to agree to a final thrust, led by Montgomery’s 21st Army Group, across the plains to Berlin, but now, with his Americans across the Rhine, he felt free to give rein to his own generals – Bradley, Patton, Hodges and Simpson – and let them race across Germany. 

    One reason for this decision was to drive deep into Bavaria and then Austria; for the fear of a Wagnerian last stand in an alpine redoubt was real, although, as it soon proved, imaginary. But in mid-March, an Intelligence summary at Eisenhower’s Supreme Headquarters stated that ‘the main trend of German defence policy does seem directed primarily at the safeguarding of the Alpine Zone … This area is, by the very nature of the terrain, practically impenetrable … The evidence indicates that considerable numbers of SS and specially chosen units are being systematically withdrawn to Austria … and that some of the most important ministries and personalities of the Nazi regime are already established in the Redoubt area.’ There, they feared, impregnable fortresses in the mountains armed with ‘the most efficient secret weapons yet invented’, the Nazis would survive and organize guerrillas – the ‘Werewolves’ – that together would try to drive the Allies out of Germany. 

    Even in London this was feared by such political sophisticates as Harold Nicolson. At the end of March, he noted, ‘What we all dread is that the Fuhrer will gather all his followers and SS into the Bavarian highlands and surround them with all our prisoners of war. He will then say, “Come and do you damnedest.” ’ 

    Even amongst those in the van of the advance this seemed probable and Drew Middleton of the New York Times, considered it to be Eisenhower’s major military problem. General Bradley was convinced of its reality and General Patch of the US 7th Army expected to find two hundred thousand SS troops among the defenders of twenty thousand square miles of Bavaria, Austria and Northern Italy. Only Patton did not believe either in the National Redoubt, or in the Werewolves, although he did fear the use of a new and cataclysmic weapon, which his Intelligence officers forecast might be either poison gas, or a mysterious new bomb which ‘dissolved everything into dust.’ 

    Such fears were not unfounded, as it turned out, but they were premature. On 24th April, as street fighting and bombardments were tearing up the already ruined Berlin, Hitler held a meeting in his bunker beneath the Chancellery at which he signed a directive ordering the immediate implementation of plans for an Inner Fortress, the Kernfestung. Into the mountainous area bounded by the Bavarian and Tyrolese alps, the ranges above the northern plains of Italy and Yugoslavia and a line running across eastern Austria through Graz to Salzburg, the surviving commanders and fighting formations of the Reich, and whatever war industries that were both intact and mobile, were to move, together with their prisoners of war. ‘It must be regarded,’ Hitler ordered, ‘as a last bulwark of fanatical resistance.’ But it was too late. 

    Evidence to support the existence of Werewolves was, however, real enough. Late in March, the burgomaster of Aachen, Franz Oppenhoff, was assassinated. The town had been captured in October and Oppenhoff, a right-wing Catholic lawyer, had been ready to continue in office. When Unternehen Werwolf – ‘Operation Werewolf’ – had been launched on Himmler’s orders in the following month, the killing of collaborators had been one of its principal tasks and Oppenhoff the first target. American Intelligence reported that five thousand volunteers were being trained as guerrillas; in fact, this number had volunteered but only a few of them were under training. 

    Bradley’s US 12th Army Group shared their commander’s worries. Werewolves loomed large in their imaginations and a stream of cautionary advice was issued. One leaflet, which caused much ribaldry, began, ‘Your attitude to women is wrong in Germany. Do you know German women have been trained to seduce you? Is it worth a knife in the back? A weapon can be concealed by women on the chest, between the breasts, on the abdomen, or the upper leg, under the buttocks, in a muff, in a handbag, in a hood or coat … 

    ‘How can you search women? The answer to that one is difficult. It may be your life at stake. You may find a weapon by forcing them to pull their dress tight against their bodies here and there …’ 

    Werewolves or no, the advancing Allies passed scenes of mounting horror as they penetrated deeper into Germany. As Margaret Bourke-White, a Life magazine photographer, put it, ‘I know of no way to convey the feeling of rising violence that we witnessed as we drove deeper into Germany: the waves of suicides, the women throwing themselves after their loved dead into newly-dug graves, the passionate denunciation of friends and neighbours, the general lawlessness.’ 

    Such fears – ranging from Amazons to the ‘mysterious new bomb’, rumours of which were current among the more senior officers of Bomber Command in Britain and amongst Intelligence officers in Germany – helped to distract Eisenhower from Churchill’s hope that the Allies could reach Berlin before the Russians. Seeing strategy in theatrical as well as historical terms, the latter saw a battle around the Chancellery in Berlin, and not the ‘Eagle’s Nest’ at Berchtesgaden, as the grand finale. 

    There seemed little likelihood of the Americans agreeing to reinforce Montgomery’s 21st Army Group with the two American armies he needed for a thrust to Berlin, but Eisenhower did not abandon the capital as an Allied objective until the end of March. Contingency plans for an airborne attack on the city had been complete since November and, at the beginning of the month, these were activated and training began. The assault was to be made by two American airborne divisions and one British brigade, who were to seize the Berlin airfields so that their supplies and reinforcements could be landed rather than dropped as at Arnhem. 

    Then, on 28th March, Eisenhower made his final decision. All thought of a dash to Berlin – particularly one led by Montgomery – was abandoned. The main thrust would be in the centre, led by Bradley, aimed at splitting Germany in two and meeting the Russians on the Elbe between Leipzig and Dresden. Meanwhile, on his left wing, Montgomery would strike north-east to Hamburg and the Baltic, so stopping the Russians from advancing into Denmark. Patton, on his right, would sweep south-east to seize the Alpine Redoubt and meet the Russians on the Danube. 

    So Eisenhower cabled his decision to London and Washington for approval of the Combined Chiefs of Staff and also informed Moscow, marking his message, ‘Personal for Marshal Stalin.’ This brought an immediate protest from Churchill, who, seeing the war against Germany as virtually won and a confrontation with the Russians as inevitable, was aghast that the Allies’ field commander should be so trusting. As he feared, Stalin at once endorsed Eisenhower’s plan, claiming that Berlin had ‘lost its political importance.’ 

    Churchill was still adamant that Berlin must have priority. Yet not only had the United States Chiefs of Staff supported Eisenhower’s strategy, they had, still fearing a climactic battle in the Alps, urged him to switch his main thrust south towards Munich rather than east towards Dresden. They could only be overruled by Roosevelt himself and so, on 1st April, the Prime Minister pleaded with the President. Several factors influenced his reply. One was that he was reluctant to turn against his own military advisers. Another, that, at the end of the month, the first meeting of the United Nations was to take place at San Francisco and he did not wish to sour relations with the Soviet Union, which, he was confident, would then improve. Finally, he was ill and still exhausted by the journeys to and from Yalta at the beginning of the year and by the strain of the conference itself. 

    So, on 12th April, Roosevelt cabled his final reply to Churchill: ‘I would minimize the general Soviet problem as much as possible because these problems, in one form or another, seem to arise every day and most of them straighten out …’ That afternoon the President collapsed and died. He was succeeded by Harry S. Truman, an able politician but unlikely to reverse policies laid down so firmly by his great predecessor. So, on that day, although Bradley’s vanguard was only some fifty miles from Berlin, which now lay mid-way between the American and Russian armies, Eisenhower decided not to cross the Elbe and leave the prize to Stalin. 

    April was the month of victory, defeat and liberation. As thousands of shabby, smelly German soldiers – unrecognizable as the same men who had goose-stepped past Hitler’s reviewing stand a few years before – were herded into prisoner-of-war cages, so their own prison-camps were broken open. For most of the British, who were now set free, it had been a wait of four or five years but, for the most part, they had been spared the torments of other prisoners of the Nazis. Captured Russians were slaughtered without compunction when necessary, or simply left to starve, while captured partisans from the resistance movements throughout Europe were usually executed out of hand. But the British and the Germans recognized that both were signatories of the Geneva Convention, which covered the treatment of prisoners and behaved accordingly. 

    In Germany there had been several savage breaches of this relative chivalry. The most notable had been when fifty recaptured RAF officers of the seventy-five who had escaped from their prison-camp were shot on Hitler’s orders; it was an arbitrary round number, for twenty-two were spared; the remaining three survived to reach England. Also on his instructions, parachute and commando troops, and others engaged in raiding and clandestine operations, were also liable to execution. But, generally, prisoners were left to run their own enclosed societies, which often included, for officers, at least, an elaborate cultural life, reading for university degrees and amateur theatricals. Their mail and food parcels, sent through the Red Cross, usually reached them, unless destroyed by Allied bombing, and they claimed that these were more likely to be pilfered while passing through the London docks than in Germany. 

    But now, when freedom seemed imminent, dangers threatened. Prisoners were forced to march east, or west, away from their advancing countrymen, sometimes being mistaken for columns of their captors and being attacked from the air. The more important amongst them were, as Harold Nicolson had feared, kept aside as hostages. Some, who had been captured while operating with partisans and sent to concentration camps for political prisoners, were executed by their gaolers when they could already hear the thudding of gunfire as their liberators drew near. 

    For most it was a time of acute danger and anxiety, which can be illustrated by the experiences of one, a cousin of mine, who described them to me. Lieutenant-Commander John Casson of the Fleet Air Arm had been shot down over Norway in June, 1940, while leading a dive-bombing attack on the battleship Scharnhorst and the cruiser Hipper from the Ark Royal. For five years, mostly spent in Stalag Luft III, from which the ‘Wooden Horse’ escape had been made, he had kept himself busy learning German and Russian, reading philosophy (he thought of becoming a clergyman after the war), producing theatricals (he was the son of Dame Sybil Thorndike and Sir Lewis Casson, the reigning monarchs of the London stage) and regularly reporting on conditions in Germany to British Intelligence by coded messages, which were never broken. 

    At the end of January, as the American vanguard approached their camp outside Frankfurt, the prisoners were moved by railway cattle-trucks to Bremen and on to another camp. From there, they were marched eastward towards Lübeck on the Baltic and spent three weeks on the road. John marched with a column of three thousand prisoners, pushing a pram loaded with his kit. Once they were attacked by the RAF and a British naval officer, who had not dived for cover, was killed, but otherwise they felt safe so long as their status as prisoners of war was recognized. For this reason they welcomed the presence of their armed German guards, even though their senior officer, a Canadian group-captain, was in control of their discipline – and made sure that their guards knew it – and forbade attempts to escape as wandering prisoners, particularly those in airmen’s uniforms, had been murdered by civilians who had suffered from bombing. 

    John Casson himself narrowly avoided such a fate. 

    Outside Lübeck, the prisoners were able to spend nights under cover in farm buildings and, on one occasion, he found himself in charge of a party of a dozen fellow-prisoners, half of them Poles, billeted in a barn filled with hay. They slept well and did not wake early when their guards left them to search for their own breakfast. While they were away, the prisoners were wakened by the arrival of a motor-cycle with a captain of the SS in its sidecar. More SS men arrived, armed with sub-machine-guns, drove the prisoners out of the barn and lined them up against the wall of the farmyard. It was clear to John that the Germans assumed that, as there were no German guards present, they had escaped and that they were about to be shot. 

    Ordering his men to stand silently where they were (he feared the Poles might attempt something rash and prompt an immediate burst of fire), he walked slowly up to the SS officer, saluted and began speaking quietly in German. He explained the absence of their guards and that they were protected by the Geneva Convention and that they relied upon the German’s sense of soldatische honour. But he could see that the captain was disbelieving and unimpressed. Then a tall, red-haired SS major strode into the yard and asked his subordinate what was happening. He listened, nodded briskly, congratulated the captain, stared at John in his dilapidated naval uniform, then said in English, ‘I wish to talk with you, Herr Korvetten-Kapitän.’ 

    They walked away from the other Germans, and, when out of hearing, the major asked, ‘Tell me, do you know Torquay?’ He had stayed in England before the war. ‘We then talked like two civilized gentlemen,’ Casson recalled. ‘He told me that he had had to congratulate his men for the sake of their morale but other German officers might not take his own attitude and, for that reason, it was important that we never again became separated from our guards.’ 

    These then returned from breakfast and thereafter they and their prisoners remained together for mutual protection, for the artillery of the British 2nd Army could be heard little more than ten miles away. One guard invited John to accompany him to their mess to listen to the news bulletin and he accepted since he could not admit that he listened daily to the BBC news on a wireless set which was then taken apart and its components hidden in prisoners’ belongings.’ 

    While waiting for the bulletin to begin, he entertained his hosts with conjuring tricks. Then silence fell, a fanfare of trumpets sounded from the loudspeaker followed by the warning, ‘Achtung! Achtung!’ It was announced that Grand-Admiral Dönitz was to address the German nation. The soldiers listened in silence until he spoke the words, ‘Der Führer ist todt.’ Hitler dead! One young man swore, ‘Scheisse!’ But the older one muttered, ‘Gott sie dank!’ Another flung his cap to the floor. 

    Back at the farm, they were awakened soon after by other intruders and the shout, ‘There’s a British tank down the end of the lane!’ Sure enough, a Churchill lumbered into the farmyard and the sergeant in command ordered the guards to disarm. Now the roles were reversed and it was the prisoners who protected their former guards from angry British soldiers. On that first evening of freedom, John found himself sitting round a fire with prisoners-turned-guards and guards-turned-prisoners discussing philosophy in German. 

    The freeing of the prisoners of war went according to hopes, except for a relatively few tragedies such as John Casson had been lucky to escape. The hostages were not held to ransom, nor were they taken to an Alpine Redoubt if only because this – as became apparent to Patton’s leading tanks – did not exist. Within a month, more than one hundred thousand prisoners were freed and most were flown to British airfields by the heavy bombers of the RAF, which now had no targets to attack. 

    The second week in April, was a time of shock. President Roosevelt had died on the 12th – sorrow and dismay being all the more profound because censorship had muted speculation over his failing health. Hearing of his death, Major Mansell, who was with the vanguard of the advance on Hamburg and towards the Baltic, felt first that ‘the future suddenly looked blank’ without the bold, reassuring presence of the President in the White House. But he also sensed, increasingly, a mounting atmosphere of ghastliness about him ‘like the smell of drains coming up through floor-boards’, for there was to be a sudden descent into horrors previously only suspected. 

    The day before Roosevelt died in Washington, his soldiers in Germany had found the first of the concentration camps. These were named Buchenwald and Nordhausen. Four days later, Mansell himself was present at the taking of another, Belsen. 

    Now began a sequence of events which shocked and seared the imaginations not only of the Allied soldiers directly involved but the whole world and generations yet to come. The concentration camps of Nazi Germany were opened. For a decade, horrifying stories had been told about these places and some of their names – Dachau and Buchenwald, particularly – were familiar. But some of the rumours were so ghastly that a defensive reaction was sometimes to disbelieve, dismissing them as propaganda. At the end of January, the Russians had announced that they had captured a concentration camp in Poland called Auschwitz, where hundreds of thousands of Jews were said to have been put to death. But it was too horrific to accept and, even if not thought a wild exaggeration, was mostly put out of mind until evidence and witnesses could be produced. 

    Then the Americans and the British, too, began to discover such nightmares. The first great shock came on the 11th when the United States 3rd Army opened the two concentration camps. The night before, the correspondents accompanying Patton had held a poker party at their press camp. Young Charles Collingwood of the Columbia Broadcasting System remembered that his friend Ed Murrow, who was a good player, was ‘on a winning streak’ and as the excitement of the game mounted, the whisky flowed more and more freely. When the poker and the drinking ended at dawn, those who were trying to sleep were interrupted by orders to move because something important had happened; a major story was about to break. The correspondents climbed wearily into their jeeps and were directed to Buchenwald. ‘We were totally unprepared for it,’ said Collingwood. ‘Suddenly we were in a world of skeletons – dead skeletons and walking skeletons with just a spark of life left in them. We were appalled, feeling so helpless; wanting to help these wretched creatures but not knowing what to do. Just to be able to do something, Ed Murrow began handing out his poker winnings – US dollars – to the skeletons.’ 

    Their reports telling not only of the thousands of starving, or diseased prisoners but of the sadism of their guards – the lampshades they had made from human skin was amongst the most disgusting evidence – and the horrifying photographs that followed them, were published around the world. In London, a Parliamentary delegation was flown to Germany and among the ten Members of Parliament, who arrived at Buchenwald a week after it had been captured, was the journalist Tom Driberg. On his return he was constantly asked whether it could be true, was it as horrifying as had been reported. ‘Far worse,’ he replied. ‘We had, of course, seen photographs beforehand and knew what to expect; but pictures alone do not convey the full horror and squalor of such a place as Buchenwald – in particular, the smell of death and disease which overhung the whole camp …’ 

    Some twenty-one thousand prisoners were set free, but uncounted thousands had died there, or had been swallowed up somewhere in the concentration camp system. It was said that seventy-five thousand prisoners had died in Buchenwald and, certainly, it was known that, during the early months of 1945, they were dying at the rate of five to six thousand a month and continued to die when free. Forty thousand women were thought to have been imprisoned there, but only about two thousand were found there in April. 

    Four days after the uncovering of Buchenwald, on Sunday, 15th April, even these horrors were overtaken by something worse, if only because of its scale. This was come upon by the tanks of a Hussar regiment, leading the advance of the British 2nd Army across the wooded plains south of Hamburg. With them were men of the Parachute Regiment, working as motorized infantry; amongst them Hugh Pond. Driving along good roads between the dark masses of pinewoods, they suddenly ran into ‘a dreadful smell – ghastly even to our experienced senses, which were used to the smells of war.’ Some moments later they came upon a long, high barbed-wire fence linking tall watch-towers and where it had been flattened by a British tank, they drove through to find themselves, as had Charles Collingwood and Ed Murrow, ‘among crowds of living skeletons.’ They did not stay long, having to keep up with the advance, but when they reported what they had seen to their battalion headquarters they were not, at first, believed. They had been amongst the first to see the concentration camp at Bergen-Belsen. 

    The first soldier to enter the camp had been a young Intelligence officer, Derrick Sington, who had been led there by the German and Hungarian officers who had come out to surrender it. They had told him that it was a detention camp for undesirables and that there was much sickness. This had not prepared him for what he saw. Passing through the main gates, barrack blocks and huts, he entered an inner compound. 

    ‘It reminded me of the entrance to a zoo,’ he wrote soon afterwards. ‘We came into a smell of ordure – like the smell of a monkey-house. A sad, blue smoke floated like ground mist between the low buildings. I had tried to imagine the interior of a concentration camp but I had not imagined it like this. Nor had I imagined the strange, simian throng, who crowded the barbed wire fences surrounding their compounds, with their shaven heads and their obscene striped penitentiary suits … 

    ‘We had been welcomed before but the half-credulous cheers of these almost lost men, of these clowns in their terrible motley, who had once been Polish officers, land-workers in the Ukraine, Budapest doctors and students in France, impelled a stronger emotion and I had to fight back my tears’. 

    Sington was accompanied by the commandant, an SS officer named Josef Kramer, who kept explaining that he had only obeyed orders and tried to do his duty under impossible circumstances. The camp had been built to house eight thousand prisoners but thousands more had arrived, either from other camps about to be overrun by the Russians, or in transit, and there had been no means of moving them elsewhere. Also, air attacks had cut off supplies and there had been no means of feeding the prisoners or treating the sick. So there were now about forty thousand prisoners in the camp, plus another fifteen thousand in another, nearby, and about twenty-five thousand of them were women. Those in the main camp were crammed into eighty single-storey wooden huts, measuring one hundred and ten feet by thirty. In each, four to eight hundred prisoners lay packed on the wide wooden shelves that passed for bunks, the dead amongst the living, many of the latter in the last stages of starvation, dysentery or typhus. Those for whom there was no space, lay or crouched outside amongst a litter of corpses. On that first day of the liberation, ten thousand unburied dead lay scattered within the camps, thousands more in deep grave-pits, or as heaps of ash around the crematorium. 

    The nightmare quality of the scene was made more dreamlike by the calm matter-of-fact manner of the commandant beside Sington. Then, suddenly, the mood changed. They passed a prisoner, prostrate and obviously dying. Sington turned to Kramer and ordered, ‘Pick up that man and take him to hospital!’ The commandant flushed and stepped a pace back, not believing that an officer of his rank and position would be so treated. Sington repeated, ‘Pick up that man!’ Still Kramer made no move. Sington drew his revolver and, as he later wrote, ‘Kramer came forward and stooped. I pushed my revolver into his back. He hoisted the body over his shoulder and ambled away.’ 

    Those who followed Sington into Belsen, felt the same sequence of emotion: disbelief, bewilderment, horror and anger. The worst horror among many was cannibalism and soldiers vomited at the sight of human scarecrows squatting round a corpse, gnawing human offal. ‘There is no flesh on the bodies,’ an Army doctor told one visitor. ‘The liver, kidneys and heart are knifed out.’ 

    Beside this, casual killing in the days of liberation – first the shooting of prisoners by guards, then the lynching of seven ‘trusty’ kapo prisoners working for the Germans and the shooting of guards by British soldiers – seemed commonplace. 

    One young officer, who turned retching from such scenes, was Captain John Yeoman from an armoured regiment. Like the others he looked amazed as the sullen, dead-eyed guards, who had not only presided over this hellish place but beaten, shot, and sometimes tortured, their prisoners, as if starvation and disease were not enough. ‘I can understand how these guards became brutalized,’ he said. ‘If they were not as indifferent as they so obviously were, they would have gone mad.’ 

    Few felt even that amount of sympathy. The correspondent Leonard Mosley reported, ‘The British soldiers who took over Belsen looked round and what they saw made them mad with rage. They beat the SS guards and set them to collecting the bodies of the dead, keeping them always at the double; back and forth they went all day long, always running, men and women alike, from the death pile to the death pit with the stringy remains of their victims over their shoulders. When one of them dropped to the ground with exhaustion, he was beaten with a rifle butt. When another stopped for a break, she was kicked until she ran again, or prodded with a bayonet to the accompaniment of lewd shouts and laughs. When one tried to escape, or disobeyed an order, he was shot.’ When another correspondent, David Woodward, arrived at the camp and was being briefed by the senior British officer, a sergeant came up, saluted and said, ‘Excuse me, sir, but Dr Klein wishes to be shot, sir.’ 

    He referred to the SS doctor, who was said to have committed atrocities against prisoners, and having been saved from lynching, had been put to work in the burial pits. A soldier had pushed him down into the tangle of mortality, where, as Leonard Mosley wrote, ‘he waded round and round, mad hysteria upon his face, thigh-deep in bodies and sinking as if in a quicksand.’ 

    Woodward had arrived with his regular companions with whom he had reported the war all the way from the early days in Egypt, Greece and Libya: Alan Moorehead of the Daily Express, Alexander Clifford of the Daily Mail and Christopher Buckley of the Daily Telegraph (a brilliant, tragic trio for Clifford was to die soon after the war, Buckley was killed in Korea and Moorehead’s post-war career as an historian was cut short by brain-damage caused by an operation which went wrong; happily, Woodward survived. 

    Moorehead described seeing Dr Klein thus: ‘ “You had better see the doctor,” the captain said. “He’s a nice specimen. He invented some of the tortures here. He had one trick of injecting creosote and petrol into the prisoners’ veins. He used to go round the huts and say, “Too many people in here. Far too many.” Then he used to loose off his revolver round the hut. The doctor has just finished interrogation.” 

    ‘The doctor had a cell to himself. “Come on, get up,” the sergeant shouted. The man was lying in his blood on the floor, a massive figure with a heavy head and a bedraggled beard. He placed his two arms on the seat of a wooden chair, gave himself a heave and got half-upright. One more heave and he was on his feet. He flung wide his arms towards us. 

    ‘ “Why don’t you kill me?” he whispered. “Why don’t you kill me. I can’t stand any more.” 

    ‘The same phrases dribbled out of his lips over and over again. 

    ‘ “He’s been saying that all morning, the dirty bastard,” the sergeant said.’ 

    Before the journalists were allowed to visit Belsen, Bert Hardy, the former Picture Post photographer and now a sergeant in the Army Film and Photographic Unit, had gone in without authority to take some of the most memorable photographs which were to haunt the eyes of the world. He, too, reacted violently. He was carrying a tin plate of hot food when he saw a group of dejected guards standing in a forlorn row and instinctively flung it at them. Then he, like the others, became accustomed to the abounding horrors. One photographer finding that the grave-pit half-full of naked, emaciated corpses lacked a suitably striking pictorial composition, jumped down into it and propped one against the side in the attitude of crucifixion. He scrambled out to take one of the most memorable of the Belsen photographs. 

    Bert Hardy was the first person I met on arrival at Belsen. By then the litter of corpses had been cleared away into the gaping pits, or were stacked bedside them, and most of the survivors had been moved into the SS barracks so that their huts, crawling with typhus-bearing lice, could be burnt with flame-throwers. But they were still dying at a rate of between three and four hundred a day. I had arrived with an RAF flight-lieutenant, Stanley (‘Glorious’) Devon, another notable photographer, formerly of the Sunday Times. Not knowing the routine, we had entered through a gap in the wire fence, instead of the main gates, so failing to be dusted with DDT powder, which was puffed on to and inside uniforms in an attempt to prevent infestation by lice. We realized this too late, but fear of typhus was only part of the sensations, some of which were such that I found myself unable to accept. Although the worst of the horrors had been removed, we, too, were surrounded by these slow-moving skeletons in dirty striped prison clothes, and the stench of decay, and grave-pits still gaped. Across this terrible landscape we walked under a calm sky of duck-egg blue to the crematorium, past piles of shoes and human hair and drifts of bone-dust and fragments. Everybody spoke in whispers and, now and again, there was the bellow of a flame-thrower and the crackle of blazing wood as black smoke again curled into the sky. The place was heavy with death: in the three months before Belsen had been captured, more than thirty thousand prisoners had died, and another thirteen thousand since then. 

    We stood there, grey to the knees with bone-ash, neither able to find words, nor even, perhaps, to comprehend what we saw. Then, looking round at the hideous panorama, Stanley clapped his hands together and said heartily, ‘Know what I could do with, Tom? A nice cup of tea.’ Seeing a burly figure in parachutist’s camouflaged smock leaning against a jeep, he added, ‘There’s old Bert – he’ll be brewing up.’ A moment later Bert Hardy was driving us out through the wire to the farmhouse where he and other sergeant-photographers were billeted. 

    Bert Hardy was an interesting mixture: a tough cockney from a poor Lambeth family, he not only demonstrated perceptive artistry as a photographer but had pioneered the use of the small-frame Leica camera at a time when Fleet Street photographers – including Stanley Devon – were still faithful to the heavy Speed-Graphic and plate photography. As a front-line photographer, Bert has been lucky to survive – two of his best friends had been killed on duty, one in the Dieppe raid, the other in Normandy. 

    Like all who had seen Belsen – particularly in the early days – he was deeply angered but, apart from his one outburst, he had controlled his temper. On that first evening, he had billeted himself on this farmhouse and asked the farmer’s wife and daughters if they knew what had been going on down the road and behind the wire. They denied all knowledge of the camp, except that there were barracks and a compound for prisoners. Hardy then developed and printed the photographs he had taken that day, summoned the German family and ordered them to look. They burst into tears. 

    To my relief, the conversation took a different turn, Bert and ‘Glorious’ discussing cameras, the former illustrating his faith in the Leica by showing us some that he had taken from a German war reporting unit which had surrendered a fortnight before. It was dusk when we left and set out through the dark pinewoods for Luneburg in search of beds for the night. Already, Belsen seemed like a bad dream but I imagined that I was itching with lice; would typhus follow? As we drove through the night, I found myself shaking. 

    Now, all across Germany, the Allies were uncovering other camps and the same, or different, horrors. After the reports from Buchenwald had been published, Hitler ordered that no more concentration camps were to be surrendered intact. There were plans to massacre their prisoners and raze the camps themselves, even to obliterate them by bombing from the air. But by now the Germans lacked the resources and the Allied advance was too swift, so, one by one, they were exposed. On the afternoon of 29th April, a patrol of the United States 7th Army reached the most notorious of all – for the ultimate ghastliness of Auschwitz was not yet appreciated – outside Munich. This was Dachau, known and feared for what it was, or thought to be, for a dozen years. 

    The immediate scene was not so terrible as at Belsen when the first Americans arrived. Of the thirty thousand prisoners within the camp, not much more than two thousand were sick, so the surrounding wire was crowded by them to watch the formal surrender. One of them, the Belgian resistance leader Albert Guerisse – whose nom de guerre had been Patrick O’Leary – described what he saw after an American tank had fired a burst at one of the watch-towers, shooting one of the SS guards from his perch. 

    ‘I go toward the officer who has come down from the tank, introduce myself and he embraces me,’ he wrote. ‘He is a major. His uniform is dusty, his shirt, open almost to the navel, is filthy, soaked with sweat. His helmet is on crooked, he is unshaven and his cigarette dangles from the left corner of his lip. 

    ‘At this point, a young Teutonic lieutenant, Heinrich Skodzensky, emerges from the guard post and comes to attention before the American officer. The German is blond, handsome, perfumed, his boots glistening, his uniform well-tailored. He reports, as if he were on the military parade grounds near the Unter den Linden during an exercise, then, very properly raising his arm, he salutes with a very respectful “Heil Hitler!” and clicks his heels … 

    ‘The American major does not return the salute. He hesitates for a moment, as if he were trying to make sure that he is remembering the adequate words. Then, he spits into the face of the German, “Du schweinhund!.” And then, “Sit down there!” – pointing to the rear seat of one of the jeeps which in the meantime have driven in. The major turns to me and hands me an automatic rifle. 

    ‘ “Come with me.” But I no longer have the strength to move. “No, I stay here.” The major gave an order, the jeep, with the young German officer in it, went outside the camp again. A few minutes went by, my comrades had not yet dared to come out of their barracks, for at that distance they could not tell the outcome of the negotiations between the American officer and the SS men. Then I hear several shots. 

    ‘ “The bastard is dead,” the American major says to me. He gives some orders, transmitted to the radiomen in the jeeps and more officers start arriving, newspapermen, little trucks. Now the prisoners have understood, they jump on the Americans, embrace them, kiss their feet, their hands; the liberation is on.’ 

    Then revenge began as the prisoners started to hunt down and kill their guards. 

    Meanwhile, a few miles to the north-east of Dachau near the farming hamlet of Webling another, less spectacular, event was taking place. A detachment of the Waffen-SS from Dachau had taken up previously-prepared defensive positions on high, open farmland when an American infantry battalion supported by tanks came up with them and, in the initial exchange of fire, one American was killed. There was a brief skirmish in which the German force was split into three, each of which was quickly surrounded. 

    The first party of SS to surrender numbered seventeen. Their officer came forward from some farm buildings to surrender and an American immediately split his skull with an entrenching tool. His men were then lined up before a steep bank beside the lane and shot. 

    Out in the fields, the remaining Germans now surrendered and were ordered to throw down their weapons. Then, according to the farm people, they, too, were shot. The skirmish was over. The casualties, according to a German civilian witness, were one American killed in action, two SS officers and forty-one men captured, then executed. No enquiry was ordered or disciplinary action was taken by the 7th Army. What came to be whispered about as ‘the Webling incident’ had already been over-shadowed (if not wholly forgotten) by the opening of Dachau. 

    The trials of the commandants, staff officers and guards of the major concentration camps on charges of war crimes began in the autumn. The first of these, which was to begin in Luneburg in September, was of forty-four surviving officials and guards from Belsen. It was conducted with the legal punctilio of a British military court, but it let loose an avalanche of horror as the evidence against the accused ranged far beyond the perimeter fence of that one concentration camp. The three prisoners who dominated the reports of the trial had all worked at the extermination camp at Auschwitz and, even in the few pages that newsprint rationing allowed British newspapers, long accounts were published of the process of genocide by gas-chamber. Josef Kramer had been commandant of Auschwitz at one time and Dr Fritz Klein, at fifty-eight the oldest of the accused, had also been there. The former had been nicknamed by the caption-writers of Fleet Street, ‘The Beast of Belsen’ so they also looked for a beauty and found one. 

    Irma Grese, who had just reached the age of twenty-one at the time of her trial, was the best-looking of the women guards, most of whom now possessed looks in which depravity matched cruelty. She had the hard, handsome features and blonde hair associated in the popular imagination with a Nazi temptress, and certainly with pre-war newsreels of flaxen-haired damsels strewing Hitler’s path with rose-petals at a Nazi rally. At Auschwitz, when she was aged twenty, she had had charge of thirty thousand women prisoners, most of whom were to die by gassing. 

    The trial lasted two months and, latterly, was over-shadowed by the beginning of the trial of the Nazi leaders at Nuremburg in November. When the verdicts were reached at Luneburg, fourteen of the accused were acquitted, nineteen were sentenced to imprisonment and eleven were condemned to death, including Kramer, Klein and Irma Grese. They were hanged with expertise by Albert Pierrepoint, the public executioner, who was brought over from England for the purpose and was to have a busy time on the Continent thereafter. Soon after the executions, short lengths of the rope which had broken Irma Grese’s neck were being sold as souveniers. 

    The liberators, the victors, the judges and, indeed, all who had been involved with the opening of the concentration camps had, to some degree, been infected by them and it was not with typhus. 

   





   

      

    Chapter Three 

      

    The two most reassuring places in wartime London were, for me, the second floor of Harrods, the Knightsbridge department store, and the Berkeley Buttery. One reminded of a secure past; the other seemed to promise an enjoyable future. 

    A return to that great shop with its sense of comfort and faint, familiar smells was, of course, a momentary retreat into the cosy certainties of childhood. Nowhere was this more comforting than on the second floor, to which I had so often accompanied my mother. The departments remained as predictable in their placing as the planets: on emerging from the lift one’s destination, which was usually Children’s Books, or, later, Books, would be reached via Bedding, or China and Glass, depending upon whether one turned left or right. 

    Through doorways there would be vistas of Lampshades, Kitchenware or Carpets and beyond the gleaming panorama of Pianos – accompanied often by a gentle tinkling as a customer tried a Bechstein – there might be a distant trilling and yapping and a jungly smell from Pets. In Books, there had always been some mildly memorable experience: seeing a stack of my father’s latest novel in its bright, crisp dust-jacket and costing seven shillings and sixpence; using a ‘book token’, when they were a new idea, to acquire The Wonder Book of Soldiers and my father’s subsequent displeasure at what he considered an unhealthy interest in war. (Had I chosen The Wonder Book of the Navy that would have been quite another matter. Soldiers were concerned with killing and oppression, whereas sailors brought peace and prosperity by protecting the freedom of the seas; a view that reflected the British Empire’s self-esteem.) 

    A visit to the Buttery bar of the Berkley Hotel on the corner of Piccadilly and Berkeley Street, opposite the Ritz, was an assurance that the exciting world of the adult, for which I had yearned before and during the war, still survived. In the midst of a shabby London, of utility standards, of skimpy newspapers and books printed of thin, grey paper, of British Restaurants serving coarse food in Nissen huts and continual exhortations to do without this or that, the Buttery maintained its standards and its pre-war chic. 

    Steps from Berkeley Street led down to a large Art Deco bar in a room set with tables at different levels at which light meals were served. Food and drinks cost no more than anywhere else in London and, of course, anybody sober and neatly dressed was served. Yet the British still sorted themselves into social categories and the Buttery was patronized almost exclusively by those considering themselves higher in the scale than the middle of the middle class. If a young man there was wearing the battledress of a private soldier he had probably been educated at a public school. 

    Americans were rare at the Buttery, preferring hotels with ‘American bars’, like the Savoy or the Regent Palace off Piccadilly Circus, pubs, or their own clubs in Park Lane, or around Grosvenor Square. The American Bar of the Savoy was a particular favourite with American correspondents, who often stayed at the hotel, while the British, who lived in the city, used the pubs in Fleet Street and around Broadcasting House – perhaps even the bohemian pubs of Fitzrovia, Soho and Chelsea – and, when in the West End, the Berkeley Buttery. 

    Until the beginning of 1945, this had become for me an exciting rendezvous with girls I sought to impress. Then its mood altered, changed by the sight of the faces of men I seemed to know well but had never met: Guy Byam’s and Edward Ward’s. Both were war correspondents for the BBC and, like their twenty-five fellows in the War Reporting Unit which concentrated on the European campaigns, they had established a remarkable intimacy with their public. A journalist could report as vividly as Alan Moorehead but print could not match the human voice and its moods, coming, it seemed, straight from the violence of battle through the wireless in the living-room. Many were known for some specific broadcast – Charles Gardner excitedly describing a Battle of Britain dog-fight like a football match; Wynford Vaughan Thomas losing none of his Welsh gift for choosing words in a bomber over Berlin; Richard Dimbleby’s outrage at the sight of Belsen – but these two embodied not only that gentlemanliness, which had meant so much, but the ethics with which Sir John Reith, the Director-General, had inspired the BBC. 

    The two had been the first and the last radio correspondents to make an impact on the public ear. Edward Ward had reported first from Finland during the Russian invasion of 1940, and then from the British 8th Army in the Western Desert of North Africa. His was a calm, cultured voice, a touch grand (he was the heir to Viscount Bangor) and, with the modesty and occasional humour with which he faced dangers, he was, I felt, the beau ideal of the war correspondent. When, in 1942, news came from Libya of his capture by the Afrika Korps, the loss of his reassuring voice was a blow to the spirits; Richard Dimbleby, who succeeded him, did not strike the same chord. 

    Guy Byam, a dozen years Ward’s junior, had first served in the Royal Navy and been the only officer to survive the sinking of the armed merchant cruiser Jervis Bay, when she was sacrificed to save her convoy from a German battleship. It was as if he felt guilty at having survived, his companion-correspondents told me later, for he always seemed to be volunteering for the most dangerous assignments, then going through agonies of apprehension while awaiting them. He was, they found, a tense and edgy young man, particularly in the surroundings of the Press Camp, where the atmosphere could range between those of a saloon bar and a dons’ common-room. He had reported on two of the three great airborne assaults on north-west Europe, parachuting into Normandy on D-Day and, three months later, into Arnhem, escaping from that disaster by swimming the Rhine. Now, although I did not know this at the time, he had volunteered to fly on a deep-penetration bombing mission with the United States 8th Air Force and was about to leave London for this purpose. There he sat, that evening, alone at the end of the bar in the Berkeley Buttery, still and preoccupied. Byam had the strong but pale face and fair hair of a Victorian hero – I had immediately recognized him from photographs – but he appeared doomed, as indeed he was. 

    The mission on which Guy Byam flew was against Berlin on 3rd February. Of more than a thousand Flying Fortresses, which dragged their thick, white condensation trails across the stratosphere that day, only nineteen were lost, but one of them was his: probably hit by flak over the target and crashing into the North Sea on the way home. As was customary, Byam and his crew were reported ‘missing, believed killed in action’ but, a few days later, an American sergeant from the squadron he had accompanied, called at my office in Fleet Street to ask whether we could publish his obituary. Guy Byam, he said, had been the first ‘true English gentleman’ they had met and hoped he would not be the last. 

    I had myself asked for a similar assignment – partly from the guilt that war correspondents sometimes felt as non-combatants amongst those whose lives were continually at stake – but felt mostly relief when events – the ending of the bombing offensive and my own move to the Continent – caused it to be cancelled. The remembered pale face of Guy Byam became the image of my own conscience. 

    Then, in April, I saw Edward Ward in this same bar. He, too, was in battledress with the green and gold correspondent’s flashes on the shoulders, but he was a caricature of the urbane man-about-town in the photograph from which I recognized him. He had been released from his prison camp by American troops, flown to London and this was his first evening of freedom at home. His recent ordeal was obvious in his pallor and sunken cheeks but, as he later told me, this did not enhance his welcome. 

    He was then living in Albany, off Piccadilly, and after a drink at the Berkeley had decided to take his wife to dine at the Café Royal in Regent Street. They had arrived to be asked if they had reservations, then told by the doorman that, as they had not, the restaurant was full. Ward explained that he was a released prisoner of war spending his first evening in London, in the hope that they might be allowed in. ‘I don’t care if you’ve come from New Zealand,’ snarled the doorman. ‘No more in here tonight.’ 

    Ward protested, but the doorman persisted, ‘Can’t you understand English? I tell you – no more in here tonight!’ 

    ‘You bastard,’ said Ward and they returned to Albany, where he found two packets of soup powder in his battledress pocket, rations which his American liberators had given him a few days before. He decided there and then that he would, if he could, return to the war in Germany to report its climax. This he did. 

    On the battlefields, to which Ward returned, the fighting had become an obstacle race for the final triumphs. Although Berlin was well within the Allies’ reach, Eisenhower’s decision to allow his armies to surge forward on the broadest front – south-east into Czechoslovakia, from which Patton is said to have signalled, ‘The people here don’t speak German. Where am I?’, and north-east towards Denmark and the Baltic – had given the prize to the Russians. Two days after Hitler committed suicide in the bunker beneath his Chancellery, his capital surrendered. 

    A meeting between the Allies and the Russians was now imminent. Here and there, the Germans stood and fought briefly, or the Allies stopped to open and succour a concentration camp, a mass of prisoners-of-war, ‘slave-labourers’ from other European countries, or any of the hundreds of thousands of refugees, who now came under the title of ‘displaced persons’, or ‘DPs’ 

    There were said to be more than eleven million displaced persons in Europe – mostly those who had been moved for enforced labour, prisoners from camps of different sorts and refugees flying before one army or another – and two and a half million of these were estimated to be in areas being occupied by British troops. Often these were far from cowed and submissive; roaming in gangs to avenge themselves on the Germans, to murder, rape and loot. 

    On what was still the Eastern Front, the Russians indulged in mass rape, but this was relatively rare amongst Eisenhower’s soldiers; indeed there was general surprise and gratification at their behaviour. Hugh Pond, racing across the German plains with his platoon of the Parachute Regiment mounted on jeeps, recalled that discipline was hard. The few cases of rape were dealt with immediately and severely and a British officer found guilty of shooting at the feet of German prisoners was arrested and put on a serious criminal charge. 

    However there were wild outbreaks of looting and, in the final weeks of the war, as the 21st Army Group drove through Germany there were reports of ‘extensive looting indulged in by British troops.’ These were later described by the official historian, F. S. V. Donnison: ‘There was wanton slaughtering of livestock. Museums were pillaged, banks were rifled. Churches, monuments, works of art were desecrated, archives destroyed. The newly-appointed Director of Military Government, Major-General Gerald Templer, found an immensely valuable collection of ceramics in a medieval castle totally and wantonly destroyed by the occupying British troops.’ Yet such excesses were on nothing like the scale of those committed by the Red Army in hot blood, or by the Wehrmacht in cold. 

    Casual looting was taken for granted as was a disregard for property. When Pond’s unit stopped for a few days and took up quarters in a splendid country house, he was surprised that, at each meal their rations were served on a different service of porcelain; until he discovered that the cooks could not be bothered to wash up, were tossing the dirty plates out of the window, then using a few more dozen pieces of Meissen, Dresden or Nymphenburg. 

    But such vandalism was hardly remarked upon against a background of devastated cities and sudden bursts of action. Speeding along the road towards Denmark, he noticed that a ditch alongside was lined with armed German soldiers, too alarmed to fire on the British, who, in turn, were so close to them that they could not depress the machine-guns on their jeeps enough to open fire. 

    Like others in the vanguard, he had tossed caution aside. In advance of even his flying column were the Intelligence commandos, such as 30 Assault Unit of the Royal Navy, which thrust through the enemy lines with the mission of seizing German advanced weaponry and research establishments before they could be destroyed, or captured by the Russians. Their particular targets were equipment for the new U-boats, torpedoes, infra-red gunsights, mines, ciphers and scientists. 

    Brian Connell, a young naval lieutenant, knew that their principal prize would be the naval research and development establishment at Eckenforde, near Kiel, and he pushed ahead of the British 2nd Army in the hope of seizing it intact. This he did before the end of April, capturing both equipment and scientists, including Dr Walther, the pioneer of the new submarine engines which, had they been developed a little sooner, might have changed the course of the war. Soon all was safe behind the British vanguard. 

    Such was their hectic pace, that Connell, the driver of his Humber staff car and two Royal Marines bodyguards, drove straight through the main Wehrmacht formations to find themselves not only deep in the enemy’s rear areas but fast approaching his Supreme Headquarters, which, were now in the Baltic seaport of Flensburg. 

    During the first week of May, this was the scene of frantic activity. The defeated Wehrmacht had been pouring into Schleswig-Holstein, squeezed northward between the British and Russian armies, and escaping across the lower Baltic from beleaguered beach-heads in East Prussia. At least two million armed Germans were now trapped in the isthmus between the North Sea and the Baltic and, in Flensburg itself, were the two most powerful survivors of the German leadership, Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz, Hitler’s chosen heir, and Heinrich Himmler, the former master of the SS, the concentration camps and the Nazi apparatus of terror and repression, who had been disgraced by Hitler for treason, when he tried to negotiate a German surrender in the west in order to escape Russian vengeance, the Swedish Count Bernadotte acting as intermediary. 

    With supreme self-confidence, Connell drove into the heart of what was now the capital of Germany and announced, ‘You are our prisoners now.’ This was not apparent to the Germans, and it was Connell and his party who were disarmed and placed under arrest on board the liner Patria, which was moored alongside the town quay, acting as a headquarters ship. But it was only for a couple of days. 

    The war really was ending now. For Brian Connell and his marines it was ending as something of a brave lark, touched with dash and danger. For many others – millions of others – it was ending differently; in elation, despair or agony. The whole of Europe presented a grotesque spectacle, a vast canvas of events that sometimes suggested the horrors of Goya, or the jollities of Breughel; sometimes the nightmares of Bosch and, occasionally, a touch of splendour that recalled Velazquez. This spring was a time of slaughter and surrender. 

    Firing squads were busy. Where the SS and the Gestapo still held political prisoners, these were often executed as rescue seemed imminent. One private soldier of the Devonshire Regiment, who, in consequence of repeated attempts to escape from his prisoner-of-war camp, had found himself in a concentration camp, managed to escape this fate himself, reaching safety with stories of German efficiency in slaughtering even in the face of their own nemesis. He described to me queues of naked civilian prisoners – shaven-headed and so emaciated that it was diffficult to tell men and women apart – waiting to be shot in batches of ten. 

    Across countries recently taken from the Germans the drumhead trial and summary execution of collaborators had already begun and continued apace, gradually assuming a more legalistic formality. Figures were not kept, just estimates made. In France, it was said, more than twenty thousands collaborators had been put to death. In Yugoslavia a whole army of collaborators, who had fought, often with ferocity, against the victorious partisans, were machine-gunned in a forest: thirty thousand of them, it was reported. In the Balkans and Eastern Europe, German prisoners of war were shot as a matter of course if the guarding of them became inconvenient. 

    Of all the disasters of war at this time, the most poignant took place in the unlikely setting of gentle Dutch farmland on the island of Texel. There a battalion of eight hundred Russians, who had volunteered for the Wehrmacht to save their lives after capture, turned on some four hundred German officers and NCOs and killed most of them. For a few days the mutineers were victorious and confident. But the Allies were too preoccupied to help them, and the Germans, who still held northern Holland in strength, were able to mount a counter-attack by a brigade from the mainland. When the Canadians finally captured the island only about two hundred Russians survived in hiding. These were handed over to the Red Army and disappeared; perhaps shot for wearing German uniforms, or swallowed up in the labour camps as were so many hundreds of thousands who had welcomed the invasion of Russia as liberation from communism, or who had been given the choice of collaboration with their German captors or death. 

    But now such fears beset the Germans themselves. Appalled at the prospect of capture by the Russians and imprisonment in Siberia, their desperate hope was to surrender to the British, the Americans or the Canadians. Generally, emissaries were told that those who had fought the Russians must surrender to them, but sometimes they were allowed to surrender informally. So it was that a complete army group of one hundred and fifty thousand German soldiers surrendered to the United States 82nd Airborne Division in one day. 

    The final surrenders took place during the first week of May. On the 1st, the German armies in Italy capitulated. Next day, the Russians finally captured Berlin and, the day after, the British took Hamburg. On the 4th, Field Marshal Montgomery accepted the surrender of all German forces in north-west Europe. On the 7th, General Eisenhower presided over the formal surrender by General Jodi of all German forces, on all fronts, at Rheims. Next day, Field Marshal Keitel, Chief of Staff of the German High Command, completed the formalities with a final surrender to the Russians in Berlin. 

    The war in Europe had ended on 7th May but Eisenhower felt that, although Russian officers had been present at the Rheims ceremony, the announcement must await the completion of the second surrender in Berlin as a matter of courtesy to the Russians. But already the media of communication, which for so long had been regarded as the propaganda arm of the war effort, were beginning to feel the slackening of their chains with the result that what was planned to be the solemn climax of five years of war degenerated into farce. 

    To report the surrender ceremony, sixteen correspondents based in Paris had been chosen by ballot and flown to Rheims; amongst them was Charles Collingwood. The scene in the school building where the ceremony took place was theatrical in the glare of photographers’ lights and even the most blasé of the journalists was conscious of being witness to an event of the highest historical importance. ‘There was euphoria,’ Collingwood recalled. ‘Euphoria at the knowledge that we had destroyed this foul thing and that now the world was free to recreate itself and begin anew.’ 

    So disappointment was acute, when it was announced that, in order to enable the Russians to hold their own ceremony in Berlin, there would be an embargo on news of the total surrender for forty-eight hours. Like the rest, Collingwood was tense and angry with frustration at this imposition, but he accepted it. Another reporter did not. This was Ed Kennedy, another American, of the Associated Press agency, whom Collingwood described as ‘a hard-nosed wire-service correspondent, who believed that if you had a story you should not sit on it, and, anyway, when news of this magnitude was involved, people had a right to know.’ 

    Kennedy decided to break the embargo. For him it was relatively simple to evade censorship. He telephoned his report to his Paris office, which relayed it to London, from where it was transmitted to New York. In an hour, news of the German surrender was around the world. Almost at once, Collingwood received a message from CBS asking for confirmation but, as he later put it, he had been strictly brought up and had given his word to respect the embargo; so he refused. This, he well knew, was the most important news he might ever report and his radio circuit to New York was due at any moment. The US Army signals unit, which handled correspondents’ communications, were old friends of his and sympathetic. Their officer whispered to Collingwood that, when his circuit came through, he and his men ‘would all go to the bathroom at the same time’ so they would not hear what he broadcast to New York. Charles Collingwood still refused to break his word as did fourteen of his fifteen companions. Ed Kennedy had won his ‘scoop’ but at a high price; he was ordered back to the United States and controversy over his action continued amongst journalists for many years, the balance of opinion being against him. 

    In retrospect, there was a symbolism in his report of the end of the war and the official denials which immediately followed. For, in raising, then dashing, hopes, it had seemed a false dawn. 

    News of the final surrender was telephoned by Eisenhower himself to London in the early hours of the morning. General Sir Hastings Ismay, Churchill’s shrewd and resilient Chief of Staff in his capacity as Defence Minister, whose nickname ‘Pug’ could have arisen from his doggedness as much as his looks, wrote later: ‘At about 3 am that morning, I was awakened by my telephone bell and told that the Supreme Commander was on the line. These nocturnal calls had never brought good news and I was afraid that something had gone wrong. But my mind was soon put at rest. “Is that you, Pug?” “Yes, Ike. What has happened?” “They have signed on the dotted line. It’s all over.” My wife heard what had been said and her eyes filled with tears. I too felt a lump in my throat and could scarcely voice my congratulations.’ 

    Although the official Victory in Europe Day was to be 8th May, celebrations began as soon as Ed Kennedy’s news was heard. Arriving in the burned-out streets of Lübeck, the Hanseatic city on the Baltic, which Bomber Command had visited for a terrible Brandnacht and had fallen to the British 2nd Army on 3rd May, the photographer Margaret Bourke-White found it ‘rollicking with parties’ on the evening of the 7th. ‘The streets were full of merry Englishmen driving fantastically luxurious motor-cars which Wehrmacht officers had abandoned along the roads – red-upholstered Mercedes-Benzes, Hispanos, Renaults and other top-drawer limousines … The British supplied Lugers [pistols] and dress swords by the bushelful for anyone who wanted German souvenirs.’ 

    In Scotland, a young naval officer I knew was in the control-tower of a Fleet Air Arm airfield and broadcast the news by radio-telephone to three young pilots flying over the Highlands on training exercise. Spontaneously, the three flung their aircraft into a display of joyful aerobatics, so exuberant that all three lost control, crashed and were killed. 

    Near Ham Common, in the suburbs of London, the Intelligence officers directly concerned with counter-espionage could at last relax. One I knew had become increasingly worried over recent months despite knowing that British success had been complete: all five hundred German agents in Britain – fifty of them arriving during the war – had been caught, most had been turned renegade and thirteen executed. What worried him was that, even in these last weeks, the Germans might produce some devastating new weapon that had eluded detection. 

    But now he need worry no more. With a friend he strolled over to the local pub and there he met the author Compton MacKenzie, who had himself been an Intelligence officer in the First World War and lived nearby. After several drinks they were invited back to MacKenzie’s house for more drink and a meal of rice pilaff, while a huge Australian operatic soprano, who was staying with the MacKenzies, sang arias at the piano. On his way back across Ham Common late that night, my friend, now very drunk, fell on his face in the mud. He remembered thinking that that was a suitably messy way to end a messy war. 

    When it finally came, VE-Day passed in a daze of mounting unreality, combining the trivial, the splendid and the incongruous. The war ended in London, as it had begun, with a thunderstorm, leaving the streets clean, fresh and empty like stages awaiting grand finales. The mood was quiet at first and meditative, sometimes close to silent tears. To look back, or to look forward, was to strain the already worn emotions. It was safer to think simple, undemanding thoughts. 

    In the Leader, the novelist Lesley Storm described her feelings: ‘For the first time in years, the mind is able to take an excited leap forward. By next spring, perhaps, there will be crisp net curtains to look at, window boxes with daffodils, fresh paint … Like pit ponies, who come up to pasture in the sun, we are blinking at the light.’ 

    I had arrived at my office off Fleet Street to join others who would be reporting the events of the day. For me, as a war correspondent, the next important assignment would be the Anglo-American entry into Berlin. But nobody in the public relations office of Supreme Headquarters in the Senate House building of London University in Bloomsbury knew when this would be, or how best to get there from London, and, as the young correspondent of a new weekly magazine, my priority for travel arrangements and places in the armies’ Press camps was low. Their belief was that when journalists were allowed into Berlin by the Russians, the Americans might fly direct from Paris, the British from Brussels. So they gave me a movement order to go to the latter. 

    Meanwhile there was VE-Day to report. Looking through his list of the day’s arrangements, the editor saw that the Minister of Labour, Ernest Bevin, was to address a luncheon of industrialists at the Savoy Hotel; I should attend that. As an embodiment of John Bull, Bevin was second only to Churchill and, on such a day, he could only be making a speech of significance. It would be interesting to see how this formidable trade unionist rose to a great historic occasion; whether he would show a Churchillian response to the historic hour. 

    I took a bus along Fleet Street and the Strand, where happy crowds were beginning to parade and gather round the open doors of pubs. The Savoy was bustling, having risen to the occasion with a special menu (still only five shillings, with a three-and-sixpenny house charge) of La Tasse de Consommé Niçoise de la Victoire, La Volaille des Iles Britanniques, La Citronette Joyeuse Délivrance, La Coupe Glacée des Alliés and Le Médaillon du Soldat. 

    When I asked which of several private luncheons the Minister of Labour was about to address, I was told it was being held by the Institute of Wallpaper Manufacturers. Wallpaper! Nobody had talked about wallpaper for six years, let alone cover their walls with it. This was an omen of peace. 

    The lunch began to the accompaniment of whistles and singing from beyond the kitchen doors, where victory was also being celebrated, and ended with a foretaste of the increased austerity that was to come. 

    A waiter was carefully dropping one small lump of sugar into each cup of coffee, when he accidentally dropped a second into mine, then dredged for it with a spoon and removed it to my neighbour’s cup. Ernest Bevin spoke not about the sinews of industry nor the challenges of peace, but told his audience that he liked to decorate his meeting-rooms ‘to combine harmony of colour with harmony of purpose.’ 

    At three o’clock, the Prime Minister was to address the nation and, in the lobby of the Savoy, loudspeakers had been fixed to the pillars. The Churchillian phrases began to roll, ‘Yesterday morning at 2.41 am at Headquarters, General Jodi, the representative of the German High Command, and Grand Admiral Dönitz, the designated head of the German State, signed the act of unconditional surrender … The German war is therefore at an end … The whole world was combined against the evil-doers, who are now prostrate before us … We may now allow ourselves a brief period of rejoicing … Japan, with all her treachery and greed, remains unsubdued … Advance, Britannia! Long live the cause of freedom! God save the King!’ 

    Somehow his oratory did not stir the heart as it once had. This disappointment was shared. Over in Germany, John Grigg, a lieutenant in the Grenadier Guards, who had happened to hear Hitler’s last broadcast from Berlin and been struck at ‘the strong voice, such powerful stuff’, was also listening to Churchill and considered his speech ‘ham – it should have been the greatest speech of his life.’ Even the Prime Minister’s doctor and friend, Lord Moran, who was listening to it in the library of the House of Lords, thought the climax, for all its melodramatic phrasing had ‘a tinny sound.’ 

    Appropriately, perhaps, one to whom it did appeal was a master of theatricality, Noël Coward, who wrote in his diary: ‘A wonderful day from every point of view. Went wandering through the crowds in the hot sunshine. Everyone was good-humoured and cheerful. In the afternoon, the Prime Minister made a magnificent speech, simple and without boastfulness, but full of deep pride … I suppose this is the greatest day in our history.’ 

    The theatricality, which had become – as it had, in fact, always been – an essential element in war, now suddenly seemed unnecessary and ridiculous. This was also felt by Geoffrey Cox, an Intelligence officer with the New Zealand division in Italy. Hearing the news of the final surrender, he saw his brother-officers through new eyes: ‘In the mess, the extravagant, unorthodox garb which, in the days of battle, had added a dashing, cavalier touch to these officers – men, many with wound stripes and decorations for gallantry, as daring and cheerful as any Prince Rupert in his day – now seemed affected if not effete. One officer wore a neck scarf of vivid carnation and gold; another had a coat with a white fur collar. His black hair was, by military standards, very long; a great white hound lay at his feet. Their easy bantering manner, so valuable as a counter to tension in hard fighting times, now seemed out of touch with the world.’ 

    In the streets of London, too, everybody seemed a little out of touch with the world, suspended in a happy limbo, where as the happiness – it was a contentment rather than euphoria – infected them, they felt able to suppress sadness for the losses of war and look to the future. Lesley Storm, writing in the Leader, looked forward to a cheerful London; ‘We want all the buses painted scarlet again. Eros back in its place. The Guinness advertisement flashing and the Hippodrome lights rocketing up into the sky …’ 

    She, like so many, wanted to see young men about all the time and not only for brief, forced heartiness of leave from war service. She looked forward to ‘restless masculinity around the house again – noisy, over-exuberant, careless and forever hungry … Cigarette ends burning themselves out on the mantelpiece. The bathroom floor swimming in water with the towels making soggy islands in the middle.’ 

    Some saw a renaissance ahead for their particular interest. Lesley Blanch, who wrote about films for the magazine, felt that ‘on all sides there is this wish to go forward, rather than call it a day – even though it be VE-Day. A public which is so minded will demand adult fare in the cinema; not just sugar-icing. They are not going to be fobbed off with too many big, shiny spectacles, or any romanticized versions of the war.’ 

    There was little traffic amongst the happy crowds which were surging up and down the roads of London; just an occasional taxi or crawling bus, one bearing the inscription ‘This is the bus that Hitler missed.’ Servicemen and girls paraded in rows, arm in arm, khaki or blue caps perched on the bouffant curls of the latter. In Piccadilly Circus, the boarded-up pyramid where Eros had stood was the vortex of a vast, swirling throng which sometimes stopped to cheer as a young sailor climbed a lamp-post. At the edge of Soho, the Windmill was admitting all those in uniform free, the Americans were drawn to their servicemen’s club at the bottom of Shaftesbury Avenue, Rainbow Corner: here they could eat American food, jive to a juke box, read American newspapers and magazines, play pinball machines and confide their problems to sympathetic American ladies in crisply cut and laundered uniforms. 

    Here the atmosphere was strangely muted for, unlike the British, the Americans remained apprehensive about the coming climax of the war with Japan. So they read the news and comment in the Stars and Stripes and speculated on how long the war in the Pacific would last. Their magazine Yank quoted some of them: a wounded rifleman on leave from France, ‘I figure Japan will take from eight to ten months’; an 8th Air Force gunner, ‘I’ve only been over here since March and flown two missions, so I’m pretty sure to be in the Pacific for the next two years, however long the Jap war lasts.’ 

    It was not a day to be alone, so I had telephoned my cousin John Bowers, suggesting that we could meet for a drink. He was the right sort of companion for the occasion, for he seemed to combine the best of the recent past with optimism for the future. A dozen years older than myself, he had always been a dazzling success, handsome, clever and athletic; a Rugby ‘Blue’ at Oxford, then ruling vast tracts of Africa as an assistant district commissioner in the Sudan Civil Service, the elite of the British Empire’s administrations. It had come as no surprise to hear when Italy entered the war that John was ‘raising the tribes’ on the Ethiopian border, or that he had captured an Italian encampment after his tribesmen had fired blazing arrows into the thatch of the barrack roofs. He had been wounded, while raiding far behind the German lines in Libya with the Long Range Desert Group, and was now a civil servant in the new Ministry of Town and Country Planning drafting plans for future national parks. 

    On his return to England towards the end of the war, he had been heartened by something that had been changing British society so quietly but fundamentally that we had hardly noticed it. The barriers of social class, which had divided and frustrated us for so long, now no longer seemed to matter. With amazement and delight, John had met quite senior officers – mostly in the Army and RAF – from working-class backgrounds, indeed, in most officers’ messes – with the exception of those of the smart regiments – regional accents were as likely to be heard than those of the public schools. 

    I shared his pleasure at this, particularly after hearing him expound upon the change. Now, at last, the nation would be as united in peace as in war, its best people freed from the inhibitions of social class. I can remember on the afternoon of VE-Day walking down Piccadilly on my way to meet my cousin, watching the crowds and deciding that one good reason for celebration, and one constructive outcome of the war, was that the British had at last overthrown their own debilitating prejudice. 

    Ironically, that afternoon and evening were to be spent with the old aristocracy, most of whom would not be bothered with such class-conscious musing. A friend of John’s had invited him, and me, to join a party being given by a girl he knew, who lived in a grace-and-favour house in St James’s Palace. 

    So down St James’s Street and through the Tudor gateway, past sentries, still, of course, in khaki battledress, I followed a trailing procession of senior officers and dignitaries taking a short cut to Buckingham Palace. Entering Ambassador’s Court, they were greeted by what the Americans called ‘wolf whistles’ from the open first-floor windows of a prim Georgian house. The whistlers were young, tipsy officers of the Brigade of Guards, and there, I rightly guessed, was being held the party to which I had been invited. 

    Upstairs, I met my cousin, his friend and the officers of the Household Brigade, all drinking champagne which had been saved for this occasion. After a while, it was announced that we were about to leave for a picnic and more champagne in Green Park. As we trooped down the narrow stairs carrying hampers, a girl turned to a morose young officer with a drooping black moustache in the uniform of the Grenadier Guards and said, ‘Come on, Humph, bring your trumpet.’ He rose, took a brass trumpet from its case and tucked it into the breast of the tunic of his service dress. He was Humphrey Lyttelton, the jazz trumpeter. 

    The evening was pleasantly mild and we settled down on the grass beneath trees, fresh with spring leaves, and continued the party. I recall, a while later, lying on my back with my head on a silken lap gazing up at the darkening sky while champagne was gently poured from the bottle into my open mouth. Later still, we joined the crowd surging round the Victoria Memorial outside Buckingham Palace, happy, dancing and chanting, ‘We – want – the King, we – want – the – King!’ Then the King and Queen – he in the dark blue and gold of naval uniform, she in pale blue – stepped on to the floodlit balcony, to roars of affection that rose and fell like the sound of breaking seas. 

    Through the chants and cheers came the high notes of Humphrey Lyttelton’s trumpet. Once it was For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow, then it was jazz – High Society, I was told later – and then we were in a conga-line weaving through the crowds, my cousin whooping war-cries he must have learned while raising the tribes. Those who were not cheering, or singing in chorus, were dancing; cockney, knees-up dancing mostly, and nobody was surprised to see, as I did, a captain of the Royal Navy prancing arm-in-arm. 

    It was while capering with the rest, that the whole exuberant scene turned upside-down and I knew no more, regaining consciousness to look up at friendly, worried faces and a kindly, cockney voice saying, ‘Don’t worry, soldier, we’ll get you home.’ 

    For knowledge of the rest of that night, I must rely upon others. John Bowers and Humphrey Lyttelton have told me that they paraded through the West End, the latter riding on a hand-cart, blasting jazz through his trumpet. All about were boisterous scenes that would have delighted Rowlandson. James Lees-Milne, who had done well at lunch and dinner – oysters and lobster for lunch; more rarities, eggs and bacon, for supper – recalled, ‘At midnight, I insisted on joining the revels. It was a very warm night. Thousands of searchlights swept the sky … In the Green Park, there was a huge bonfire under the tree and too near one poor tree, which caught fire.’ 

    The crowd was hurling anything on to the fire that would burn, including park benches. ‘The fire’s reflection upon thousands of faces, packed on the pavement, squatting on the grass and cramming the windows of the Piccadilly houses reminded me for some reason of a Harrison Ainsworth illustration of the crowds witnessing Charles I’s execution,’ he went on. 

    ‘One extraordinary figure, a bearded naval titan, organized an absurd nonsense game by calling out the Navy and making them tear round the bonfire carrying the Union Jack; then the RAF; then the Army; then the Land Army; represented by three girls only; then the Americans; then the civilians. If we had been a little drunker we would have joined in … 

    ‘The scene was more Elizabethan than neo-Georgian, almost Breughelian, infinitely bucolic … if we could have a V-night once a month and invite the Poles, Germans, even Russians, to do what we were doing now, there might never be another war.’ 

    A more peaceful memory stayed with the literary critic Desmond MacCarthy: ‘There was a new invention – floodlighting – which added to the dramatic beauty of the scene: London’s finest buildings stood up white and dream-like against the starry sky. The dome and cross of St Paul’s looked in the distance like a marvellous piece of jewellery invented by a magician; while the Union Jack upon the dark tower of Parliament, very faintly lit, curling and unfurling in the light wind, flickered like a many-coloured and mysterious flame. 

    ‘The dimness of the street lamps and the darkness of the houses lent a sort of solemnity to the gaily chattering, laughing, moving crowds. It made the bonfires more bright – true symbols of what was glowing in our hearts.’ 

    The crowds grew as groups of friends trooped into the West End from the rest of London and its suburbs. One of these, young bohemians and intellectuals from Chelsea, escorted the elderly writer Norman Douglas, who described to them the wild love-making he had seen in these same streets in 1918. In Piccadilly Circus, they recognized the celebrated painter and voluptuary Augustus John, striding angrily, hands clasped behind back, in the opposite direction; one of their number, an aspiring actress and artists’ model, Theodora FitzGibbon, who had recently married a young American officer and writer, Constantine FitzGibbon, assumed: ‘Not enough licentiousness, I would imagine.’ 

    This troop made for the Café Royal ‘to enjoy the marble and plush’ and found it crowded, all lights blazing and the drink flowing. Theodora FitzGibbon and another went out into Regent Street and began climbing lamp-posts. Then, as she wrote later, ‘back home, pubs all open after hours on the way, and a night-cap at the Black Lion. People there were discussing when Jack or Bill would be home, when rationing would be over, and when would the Japanese pack it in?’ 

    I awoke next morning – bemused but still slightly dizzy with champagne – in a ward of St George’s Hospital at Hyde Park Corner. I was wearing a loose smock, fastened by bows down the back, and a nurse told me that I had put up considerable resistance to being so dressed. My uniform had been taken away and I was told that I would not be allowed to leave until the doctor had been on his rounds and that that was unlikely to be before the afternoon because of the number of cases like my own, who had been admitted during the night. 

    However, escape was not difficult. Having persuaded a nurse that secret documents were in the pockets of my uniform, this was returned to my bedside locker. When the staff were occupied elsewhere, I took my clothes to a bathroom, dressed and darted down a back staircase. In the front hall I was stopped by the formidable, blue-caped matron. Had I been discharged? I nodded. Then, my name, please? She escorted me into her office, and flicked through a file. She withdrew my reference and I could see typed on the card that I had been admitted to the hospital a few minutes before midnight on 8th May, when the war in Europe had officially ended. Then, with a little spasm of guilt, I read the category of the patient. It was ‘war casualty’. 

    But there had been a spectre at the feast and the guest of honour was increasingly dogged by apprehension. As General Ismay wrote later, ‘Amidst all this rejoicing, the Prime Minister was filled with forebodings about the future. He thought it vital that there should be a meeting of the Big Three in order to reach a comprehensive and lasting settlement with Soviet Russia while America and Great Britain still had mighty forces on the continent of Europe. He put this suggestion to President Truman only three days after the German war had ended and followed it up next day with the now famous ‘Iron Curtain’ telegram in which he described with unerring vision the ugly possibilities which confronted the free world: 

    “I am personally concerned about the European situation … I have always worked for friendship with Russia, but, like you, I feel a deep anxiety because of their misinterpretation of the Yalta decisions, their attitude towards Poland, their overwhelming influence in the Balkans … the combination of Russian power and the territories under their control or occupied, coupled with the Communist techniques in so many countries and, above all, their power to maintain very large armies in the field for a long time … 

    “An iron curtain is drawn down upon their front. We do not know what is going on behind … Surely it is vital now to come to an understanding with Russia, or see where we are with her, before we weaken our armies mortally, or retire to the zones of occupation.” ’ 

    But such nightmares of the future were far from the thoughts of those recovering from the celebrations and beginning to look forward to the delights of peace. 

    And so to Brussels. A bus from the RAF passenger terminal in St James’s to Croydon from where Dakotas of Transport Command flew from the grass airfield to the Continent. The olive-green aircraft sat on their tail-wheels, so there was a steep walk up the narrow aisle to the two rows of hard seats facing each other, with netting to keep one’s back from the metal fuselage. These were the aircraft that had been in the airborne attacks on Normandy, Arnhem and across the Rhine, battered but reliable. They rarely flew above fifteen thousand feet so airsickness was endemic. This Dakota carried a hand-written notice announcing, ‘In Bomber Command, they hit the target. In Transport Command, we hit the bucket.’ 

    Flights to Brussels had hitherto had an edge of excitement because the route ran to one side, or the other, of Dunkirk, which had been strongly held by the Germans since the Allies had by-passed it on their advance to Belgium in the previous September. Pilots who mistook it for Calais, or Ostend, and flew over it, might suddenly find themselves under fire from the hundred and seventy-four anti-aircraft guns with which, it was discovered later, Festung Dünkirchen was armed. It was said that straying Allied aircraft had actually been shot down. 

    But, today, Europe seemed at peace and the flight was one to remember as the first to be made post-war. Brussels, too, was delightfully free from the anxieties of war but then, of all the liberated cities, this had been the least marked by the recent past. Queues waited outside the big cinemas to see Mickey Rooney in André Hardy S’Enflamme (Andy Hardy Gets Spring Fever) and Eve a Commencé (It Started with Eve), night clubs were now named ‘Piccadilly’ and ‘Broadway’ and ice creams, ‘The Balmoral’ and ‘The Brooklyn’. Brussels was the leave resort for the 21st Army Group. 

    In the public relations office, they were pessimistic about chances of reaching Berlin. The Russians were admitting nobody and were also keeping the Allies, who now occupied more than half of Austria, out of Vienna. I suggested a visit to Flensburg, the current capital of Germany, but it could only be reached via the 2nd Army’s Press camp and that was full. Then the major in charge offered a surprising alternative: Dunkirk. It might not have surrendered, he said. Certainly, on 7th May, the day of the general surrender, there had been something of a battle there, involving tanks and artillery. A Czech armoured brigade, British artillery and French infantry were besieging the place – just as the Americans still besieged the German garrisons at St Nazaire and Lorient on the Atlantic coast of France – and it might be that the Nazis had planned a final demonstration of defiance. 

    An Army staff car and driver were provided and, accompanied by a news-agency correspondent, I set off for Dunkirk, which had seen the last stand of the British in 1940 and was now, perhaps, the scene of the last battle. We spent the night at Ostend, which was festooned with victory flags, and next morning after my companion had breakfasted in bed on a quart of light ale, we set out along the coast road that passed La Panne and the long stretch of dunes and beach from which the British Expeditionary Force had been evacuated five years before. 

    The countryside was dead and deserted, the fields flooded, or grey with mud where the floods had receded. The road was empty and potholed and the houses we passed deserted and often wrecked. Then suddenly a group of men sprang from a ditch, aimed Sten sub-machine-guns at us as an order to stop. They were Frenchmen of the Maquis, wearing civilian clothes together with parts of old uniforms, or First World War helmets, but all with an armband bearing the initials ‘FFI’, for Forces Français de l’Intérieur. We showed them our papers and they told us that, whatever might or might not have happened elsewhere, no Allied forces had approached Dunkirk by this road. If we wished to continue, that was up to us. 

    We did so and soon there were signs of activity. Down the road half a dozen men lounged on plush and gilt chairs outside a seaside villa, machine-guns on the grass beside them. They were German soldiers. As we passed, they sprang to their feet and saluted. Farther on, we passed more, who either saluted or stared, and, either side of the road, tangles of barbed wire and black-and-white notices on which were stencilled the skull-and-crossbones symbol and the words Achtung Minen! Soon the road was crowded with Germans: non-commissioned officers in high-crowned caps; soldiers cleaning vehicles and equipment; military police, with their Nazi gorgets across their chests, directing traffic. Their uniforms were often patched – they had been under siege for eight months – but they were clean and smart and did not look like a defeated army. But there was nobody about in the khaki battledress of the Allies and now it was the memory of victorious crowds in London that seemed unreal. 

    At this moment a Wehrmacht officer rode up on a motor-bicycle. We asked him where we could find the British troops and he replied that there were none in Dunkirk. The strangeness of the scene deepened: had the Germans not, in fact, surrendered here? Would the final act be played in Festung Dünkirchen instead of the Kernfestung? 

    The officer motioned us to follow him, kicked-up his engine and rode off down the pavé between cliffs of shattered houses. At a cross-roads amongst the ruins, he stopped and spoke to a feldwebel on duty there and sped off down a side-street. The sergeant held up a hand to halt us and pointed down a long, straight, empty road that seemed to lead out of Dunkirk and towards the Allied lines. There was something ominous about that empty road and our driver, who had been with the 2nd Army since Normandy days and had highly-tuned instincts for survival, opened the door of the staff car and ordered the German to climb in beside him. The sergeant demurred until the driver reached for his Sten. With our hostage aboard, we started down the road until he threw up his hands, crying, ‘Nein, nein, nach links!’ Presumably, as our driver had anticipated, the road down which we had been directed was mined. 

    After about a mile, we came across the British: a lieutenant-colonel and his staff at their mobile headquarters. ‘The situation is rather unique,’ he told us. ‘We have got more than half their garrison in the bag but there are still about five thousand Jerries in there. But the town is so mined and booby-trapped that we haven’t gone in yet. We can only hope that they don’t decide to shoot it out after all.’ 

    That evening, we accompanied the colonel into the centre of the city, first finding their staff officers’ mess and then their headquarters bunker. The former was littered with debris of a final party and of recent shell-fire, dozens of empty champagne bottles lying amongst chandeliers that had collapsed from the sagging ceiling. The latter was within thick concrete walls, built into the sea-front promenade, and decorated with large, black recognition-silhouettes of Allied tanks. Within, desks were still heaped with papers; reports, returns and the lists that rule military life. I picked up a telephone and a German voice at once answered, rapping out his department, name and rank and asking for orders. It was difficult to believe that the war was over. 

    In the event it was, but only just. The siege and surrender of Dunkirk had been an odd backwater of the war, overlooked as events farther east decided the future of Europe. After the capture of Boulogne and Dunkirk in the previous September, Montgomery had ordered the Canadian 1st Army to by-pass Dunkirk and race for Antwerp, where the port on the river Scheldt was essential for his armies’ supply. Thereafter it was ‘masked’ by an armoured brigade with artillery support. Throughout the winter and spring this had been the Czech Armoured Brigade, which could be spared from the main armies because of language problems in communications, supported by a regiment of British artillery and two or three battalions of French infantry. 

    The Dunkirk perimeter defences stretching forty-five miles from beach to beach, were strong and protected by belts of flooded farmland. Within, the Germans maintained a garrison of about twelve thousand men, their fighting troops divided into five battle groups named after famous soldiers: Ludendorff, Scharnhorst, Gneisnau, Nettelbeck and Ziethen – supported by nearly four hundred guns, half of them anti-aircraft. In command was a sailor, Vice-Admiral Friedrich Frisius, who had been the senior naval officer in the Pas de Calais, so, appropriately, their principal means of supply was by sea. E-boats and midget submarines regularly attempted the dangerous run south from the Dutch coast. While I had been with the motor torpedo-boats, one of them had intercepted a fishing-boat manned by French-speaking German naval petty officers, wearing their uniforms under fishermen’s overalls, trying to run supplies, including fourteen tons of butter, into Dunkirk. Sometimes, air-drops were attempted but often the parachuted supplies drifted into the sea, or behind the Allied lines. Since the autumn, the Germans had been trying to build an airfield, so that night landings would be possible, but this work had been so effectively harassed by shelling that it had never been completed. Amongst the supplies that had reached them were diaries for 1945 with Festung Dünkirchen printed on the cover and Hitler’s birthday and other Nazi festivals noted on the appropriate dates. At the end of 1944, they had started to publish their own monthly magazine, the DSJ – Dünkirchener Soldaten Illustrierte. This, like its British and American counterparts, gave space to cartoons and pretty girls (one in demure Bavarian dress graced the January issue) but was otherwise at variance. Instead of the columns of soldiers’ complaints – the ‘gripes’ of the Stars and Stripes – the DSJ gave its front page over to the glorification of military virtues. The issue published at the time of the Ardennes offensive proclaimed, ‘Victory will be ours!’ 

    The garrison and some French collaborators, who had taken refuge with them, could only expect one hot meal a day and that of poor quality, but morale remained surprisingly high, maintained by an aggressive stance and stiff discipline. For example, Admiral Frisius ordered that he would authorize no promotions, or decorations, without the candidate being able to prove that he had himself penetrated the Allied positions on a one-man reconnaissance patrol. 

    This force had simply been contained, but skirmishes and artillery exchanges had been almost continuous and casualties suffered by both sides, two British gunner officers being killed by shellfire in the final hours, as the war was ending elsewhere. But the garrison of Dunkirk, together with those of St Nazaire and Lorient, did not feel themselves bound by the surrender to Montgomery on Luneburg Heath that was to take effect on 5th May, or the general surrender two days later. Although Admiral Frisius was then expected to surrender within forty-eight hours, he did not. Indeed, on the 7th, when British artillery was ordered to cease fire, Czech tanks and machine-guns fired at whatever targets offered themselves and, as a British report put it, the German artillery ‘ignorant of this arrangement, replied, causing indignation.’ 

    But on that same day, a small party of British and Czech officers carrying a white flag of truce entered Dunkirk. They found ‘discipline of a very high order’ amongst the defenders and reported that ‘the Hitler salute is still in use by all ranks.’ Met by Admiral Frisius at his headquarters, one told him,’ I am instructed by the General Officer commanding Dunkirk Forces to put to you the question of whether you are prepared to surrender unconditionally forthwith.’ 

    ‘I am not prepared to surrender,’ Frisius replied. ‘But I am ordered to do so.’ 

    But he did not agree, even in principle, to the terms of surrender until the following day, and it was not until 9th May that he signed the instrument of capitulation (indeed, the garrisons of St Nazaire and Lorient managed to delay their own surrenders until the 10th), making the celebrations of VE-Day premature. 

    When we were able to see the German casualty returns it was found that they had lost more than five hundred officers and men killed during the siege and more than seven hundred were in hospital. Within the city, only some seventy French civilians were found. 

    While the Germans had, by their refusal to surrender until after their enemies had announced total victory, reminded us of the past, the French now provided hints of future problems. The British regarded their infantry battalions at Dunkirk as little better than irregulars worthy of scant consideration. When they began to celebrate VE-Day by firing flares, a British officer wrote in his war diary, ‘the expenditure of British Verey lights was quite illuminating.’ 

    More than mutual irritation was involved. On 8th May – the official VE-Day – while Admiral Frisius was still deciding whether or not to surrender, this same officer wrote, ‘A very difficult day, complicated by visitors of all nationalities and descriptions arriving. Some had legitimate business, others considerable curiosity. The French especially have been most annoying, trying to elicit information and take part in the negotiations. It has been pointed out to them that the surrender was being accepted on behalf of the Supreme Allied Commander and that the surrender is to the three Major Powers.’ 

    Next day, when the surrender document was at last to be signed, five French officers and a number of other ranks arrived to represent their country, only to be told that there were no places for them at the ceremony. After they had protested, a French lieutenant-colonel and a naval officer were grudgingly allowed to be present, but they refused to take part in an Allied flag-raising ceremony in the city, preferring to return, next day, for their own, at which only the French were present. The British seemed to have no sympathy for injured French pride and even noted in a report that ‘one French officer dressed as a colonel was a Press correspondent and another was regarded as an interpreter.’ 

    So it was not until 10th May, two days after I had roistered with the crowds outside Buckingham Palace, that the war in Europe seemed finally to have finished. Even then the last flickers of German resistance were being extinguished in Eastern Europe, and, in Yugoslavia, Serbian and Croatian guerrillas, who had refused to join Tito’s partisans and had been accused of collaborating with the Germans, which many undoubtedly had, were still desperately trying to postpone the retribution they knew awaited them. 

    For those travelling into the far north of defeated Germany and reaching the gentle, unscarred countryside near the Danish frontier around Flensburg, it seemed otherwise. Here were checkpoints manned by armed and smartly-uniformed military police of the Wehrmacht and, beyond, the roads and the streets of the town were crowded with armed and disciplined Germans. For Flensburg was now, in effect, the capital of Germany and there, despite the final surrender, Grand Admiral Dönitz presided over a government that was, although militarily conquered, still in being. 

    Immediately after the surrender at Luneburg, a British military mission was sent to Flensburg instead of an occupation force. There they secured the release of the bold Brian Connell and others, who had pushed too fast and far in the last days of the war, and then set about established liaison with the German Government. 

    ‘It was like a strange dream,’ remembered a British lieutenant-colonel from General Eisenhower’s Intelligence staff, who had been sent forward with instructions to find and arrest Heinrich Himmler as a war criminal. This was Arthur Marshall, who had fought at Dunkirk in 1940, and was an unusual soldier, popular in Britain as a radio entertainer. A talent for female impersonation nurtured in amateur theatricals at Cambridge University, and as a schoolmaster at Oundle School, had combined with a passion for the stage. This had led to his creation of a comic character, the bossy Nurse Dugdale, around whom a comedy series was written and broadcast by the BBC. Marshall recorded this while on leave, the foil of his humour being the best-known of the news-readers, Alvar Lidell, who had introduced Neville Chamberlain, when the Prime Minister broadcast the declaration of war in September, 1939. 

    To the British of that time there was nothing particularly incongruous about a radio comedian, doubling as an Intelligence officer, hunting the most wanted war criminal of all; he certainly felt none. But he did feel a wry twinge when, walking through the streets of Flensburg on his way to his office on board the liner Patria, he saw, walking towards him, Field-Marshal Keitel, Chief of the Wehrmacht Supreme Command, accompanied by General Jodi, his Director of Operations. Military punctilio was still the rule, so, as they passed, Arthur Marshall saluted and Field Marshal Keitel – to be hanged as a war criminal, together with Jodl, in the following year – slowly raised his field marshal’s baton in returning his salute to Nurse Dugdale. 

    His sense of incongruity did not stop there. On board the Patria, Marshall lunched at one end of the liner’s dining saloon while, at the other, young naval officers and petty officers of the U-boat branch of the Kriegsmarine underwent instruction in torpedoes. This scene was presided over by a bronze bust of Hitler until workmen arrived one mealtime and sawed off its head. 

    It did not fall to Colonel Marshall to arrest Himmler, who was to be caught a few days later near Luneburg, where he managed to commit suicide with a cyanide capsule; but he did summon and interrogate his former opponents on the Intelligence staff of Keitel’s headquarters. At these meetings, Marshall was accompanied by another British officer – ‘a giggly don who looked as incongruous in uniform as I did’, he said – and when the immaculate Wehrmacht officers, saluted, clicked their heels and bowed sharply, he recalled, ‘a look of wonder and amazement came into their eyes, as if they were thinking, “How on earth could we possibly have failed to win?” ’ 

    At this time, most British and American journalists were busy reporting the hunt for war criminals, the release of prisoners, the horrors of the concentration camps and the first meetings with the Russians. But one who quickly saw the importance of the Flensburg government as a source of the first major post-war news was Edward Ward. On his return from London, he had reported the opening of Buchenwald concentration camp and then the first contact between the Americans and the Red Army at Torgau on the Elbe. From there he made his way to Luneburg, where the BBC war reporting unit had based itself on a suburban villa renamed ‘Broadcasting House’ and it was there that I met him. 

    It was not an easy time for Ward. When he had been taken prisoner three years before, he had been the most celebrated of the BBC war correspondents but, since then, his place had inevitably been taken by others. The climax of the war in Europe was reported by about thirty BBC correspondents and one he met for the first time since the battles round Tobruk in Libya, three years before, and thought of as ‘a little corespondent for Australian Broadcasting’ was now, as he put it, ‘a kind of Chief War Correspondent’ for the BBC. This was Chester Wilmot and he could no longer be described as little in any sense. The elite quartet of newspaper correspondents – Moorehead, Clifford, Buckley and Woodward – had come to regard him as the most intelligent and effective of all the radio reporters, his understanding of war, politics and the presentation of news having developed since Ward had last seen him. In character and appearance, the two men were very different: Ward the charming Anglo-Irish gentleman, thin and haggard after his long imprisonment; Wilmot the tough, pushy Australian: a broad, beefy young man with small, shrewd eyes in a strong, square-jawed face and so much energy that his sound-recording engineers had nick-named him ‘The Flying Bomb.’ 

    Immediately after the German surrender to Montgomery, Wilmot suggested to Ward that he go to Flensburg and report the end of the war from enemy headquarters. He was amongst the first to arrive since Brian Connell but, as he told me, was luckier: ‘Two SS sentries jumped forward pointing their machine-pistols. We stopped. The SS stared at us; looked at the Allied markings on our car; shrugged their shoulders helplessly and waved us on.’ In his fluent German he asked the way to the Führerhauptquartier and there asked for an interview with Grand Admiral Dönitz. 

    Edward Ward was well received. The Germans knew that the British had a reputation for arrogance as victors, unlike the more easy-going Americans. At this time even Gerard Mansell, who now knew about his brother’s murder, was disgusted by the attitude of many of his fellow-officers to their prisoners, which seemed designed to humiliate them further, such as making captured officers stand stiffly to attention whenever addressed. So the senior German officers, diplomats and civil servants who received Ward were delighted to meet a courteous and cultured gentleman, who spoke their language and behaved correctly. A diplomat speaking flawless English and wearing what appeared to be Savile Row tweeds, offered him American cigarettes, which, he said, were supplied through the German Embassy in Stockholm, and promised to do what he could to arrange the interview. 

    It was VE-Day and Ward listened to the BBC broadcasts describing the jubilation outside Buckingham Palace. He heard this at his billet near Flensburg airfield and there, on that afternoon, a Heinkel of the Luftwaffe touched down and Ward strolled over to ask the pilot what it felt like to land his bomber for the last time. ‘What do you mean, last time?’ replied the German fiercely. ‘I’ll be flying again in a very short time – and I’ll be fighting with you English against the Bolsheviks. I’ve been fighting the Bolsheviks. I’ve just flown in now from Latvia and, make no mistake, it won’t be long before you English are fighting them alongside us!’ 

    Rumours of a war – or at least an armed clash – between the Anglo-Americans allied with the Germans and the Russians were not confined to the wishful thoughts of the defeated. Such speculation was widespread, from the cocktail parties of political hostesses in London to the officers’ mess of the Parachute Regiment on the Baltic coast. Just occasionally there was something that seemed to substantiate it when taken out of context, as when General Bedell Smith, Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff, was asked during an informal discussion of the relative qualities of the Russian and Anglo-American armies, the hypothetical question, ‘Could we take them?’ He had replied, ‘Yes, we could with our air power.’ 

    Such thoughts were in the minds of the Germans at Flensburg and were being exploited for political rather than military purposes as Ward was to discover. When he met Count Schwerin von Krosigk, the Deputy Prime Minister, Foreign Secretary and Finance Minister in the Dönitz government – a former Finance Minister of the Third Reich – he was subjected to a lecture on the likely outcome of British attitudes. ‘When the end came,’ he said, ‘the Germans were disposed to be friendly to you, despite the bombing. But we have been met with a furore of hate, which is ever-increasingly being fanned by your radio and newspapers and which is making them turn more and more towards the East. 

    ‘A great factor in the whipping-up of this hatred are the stories about concentration camps. If half of what your radio and newspapers say about these camps is true, then it is terrible and we should like to have the staff of these camps handed over to us and we would see that they got the justice they deserve.’ 

    This proved to be a preliminary for the interview which the Grand Admiral himself was to give Ward. Dönitz looked impressive in his naval uniform with gold lace on its sleeves and the medal of the Iron Cross with Oak Leaves hanging round his neck. He stressed that the interview was for background information, not broadcasting, and that they must come to ‘a gentleman’s agreement’ over that. He then launched into a more emphatic version of Count Schwerin’s lecture. 

    ‘The German people are being treated like Negroes!’ cried Dönitz, ‘like criminals, like people who have the plague! Where they had looked for some understanding, some chivalrous treatment from the Western powers they have received none and, I tell you, they are looking more and more towards the East. Yesterday a delegation of my own naval officers came to ask my permission to go over to the Russian-occupied part of Germany because, they said, they felt they had some future there. Can you imagine a German officer even considering doing such a thing a week ago?’ 

    Ward replied that the world had just learned the full truth about the concentration camps and described what he himself had seen a fortnight before in Buchenwald. ‘You can scarcely expect us to have very kindly feelings for a people who tolerated such bestial things,’ he added. 

    The Grand Admiral protested that he had known nothing of that and, if what Ward said was true, ‘dann ist das eine Schweinerei! And he returned to his theme of Allied – and particularly British – hostility driving the Germans into the arms of communism. Although the interview had been ‘off the record’, Dönitz well knew that Ward would report his views immediately to the Intelligence staff of the 21st Army Group, from which it would go to Supreme Headquarters and so to London and Washington, as was indeed the case. There were former propagandists from Dr Goebbels’s office in Berlin on the Grand Admiral’s staff and Ward understood the purpose of the interview, which was an attempt, firstly, to create suspicion and dissent between the Allies and, secondly, to soften the attitudes of the British. For Dönitz had realized that the Anglo-Americans were not going to ally themselves with Germany against the Russians, but that there would be deep divisions between them which it would be in the German interest to widen. 

    Grand Admiral Dönitz returned to this theme whenever he met senior Allied officers, later repeating his lecture to Ward for the benefit of the two most important Americans in Flensburg, Major-General Lowell W. Rooks, who led a mission from Allied Supreme Headquarters, and Robert Murphy, Eisenhower’s political adviser. It was, up to a point, effective. While Allied attitudes might be surly towards the Germans, they were generally ‘correct’, but Dönitz was able to spread his view that ‘the German people were being treated as if they were all war criminals.’ On the other hand, despite the mass rape, the casual killings, the looting by the Red Army and the disappearance of tens of thousands of German prisoners of war into Russia, he was able to find wide acceptance of the view that the Russians were treating the Germans sympathetically, fraternized with them, allowed them to play German music and gave them hope of national revival. 

    A memorandum laying down this line of policy, and found later at Flensburg, maintained, ‘Occupation has divided Germany into two halves, an eastern and a western. With the utmost interest the German people are now watching the representatives of the victor powers in order to see whether they represent a political system, a moral outlook and a way of life superior to those under which the Germans have so far lived … The German people look to the victors with burning interest and ask whether fate accorded them the victory because they were the representatives of higher human principles.’ 

    Then, recalling that Germany would naturally have inclined towards the Western powers, it repeated the allegations of hostility and humiliation and the paper ended, ‘Many Germans are therefore reaching the conclusion that the home of true humanity is to be found in the system represented by the Russian way of life.’ 

    Such machiavellian schemes had not long to run. On the evening of 22nd May, while I was dining with Ward and Wilmot in ‘Broadcasting House’ at Luneburg, an Army public relations officer arrived, checked that no Germans were within earshot, and told us that at dawn next day Flensburg was to be occupied by British troops and Dönitz, his government, staff and all remaining uniformed Germans and civilian officials arrested. This very last operation of the Second World War was to be carried out by a brigade consisting of the Cheshire and Herefordshire Regiments, the Shropshire Light Infantry and a regiment of Hussars’ armour. Correspondents were asked not to leave for Flensburg before five next morning so that the Germans could be taken by surprise. 

    That night, after I had returned to my billet, Ward and Wilmot quarrelled. The latter had announced his intention of reporting the final act at Flensburg, to which the former objected since he had been covering events there for more than a fortnight. After an angry exchange, Wilmot apologized and agreed that Ward should go. So next morning before dawn, Ward was surprised to find Wilmot, typewriter in hand, waiting to join him on the road. ‘You don’t mind me coming along just to have a look, do you, Eddie?’ he asked. Three columns were advancing on Flensburg, so they need not travel together, he added. Ward agreed and they set out separately. 

    On his return that morning to Dönitz’s Führerhauptquartier, Ward was appalled, for the Grand Admiral’s allegations, which had seemed so exaggerated a few days before, now seemed to be confirmed. As he told me later, ‘I could not and never shall be able to see why the arrests should have been carried out in so cheap and deliberately humiliating manner.’ 

    Senior German officers and ministers, including Count Schwerin von Krosigk – were being driven out of the government offices in a former barracks at bayonet point, with their hands clasped on top of their heads. While lined up outside, there was a roll-call and a name-tag was tied to the clothing of each. Then, for more than half an hour, the last government of the Third Reich stood with its hands on its heads, being photographed and questioned by journalists. Ward recognized several – including the diplomat in the Savile Row tweeds – and then saw von Schwerin but felt ‘I could not possibly take advantage of the sorry situation he had been placed in’ and took no part in the interviewing. 

    Seeing Chester Wilmot amongst the crowd of correspondents, he went up to him and said, ‘You wanted to cover this story, Chester. As far as I’m concerned, it’s all yours.’ As he walked away he was joined by another journalist, Anthony Mann of the Daily Telegraph, whose face was as haggard as Ward’s, for he had been interned in Denmark throughout the war. He, too, was disgusted by the treatment of the defeated enemy, although, like Ward, he had suffered at their hands more than any of the other British correspondents present. The two men walked away in silence. Much had changed during their long captivity and, that morning in Flensburg, it seemed to them that despite all that had been achieved, something of value had been lost. 

   





   

      

    Chapter Four 

      

    Shortly before the end of the war in Europe, Charles Fenby, the editor of the Leader, called me into his office and asked my opinion of several drawings, which lay on his desk. One was a caricature of Hitler, aghast and round-eyed with horror at the immediate prospect before him. The others were sketches of ruined cities, sombre but too romantic, even Gothic, to bear much relation to the reality of rubble, splintered wood and twisted girders. 

    These, he explained were by an artist named Mervyn Peake, who was making a name as a book-illustrator and had asked if he could go to Germany for us as a war artist. The idea appealed to the editor but as he had not thought of the artist as a writer, he asked me to accompany Peake, organize the tour and write the reports which he would then illustrate. I was therefore to get in touch with him immediately and make plans. 

    Although I had never heard of Mervyn Peake, he was already well-established as a painter and illustrator – and as an author of a children’s book – in Chelsea and Bloomsbury. Perhaps I had stared at him in his dashing Bohemian dress – beret, cloak and ear-rings – which he had worn when promenading in the King’s Road, or when dining with his beautiful young wife, the painter Maeve Gilmore, by candlelight at the Blue Cockatoo restaurant by the river. 

    After the outbreak of war, many others from the intellectual shores of Bohemia had sought a comfortable job at the Ministry of Information, or, dreading the prospect of barrack-life, had opted for the Auxiliary Fire Service, a choice which had, during the bombing of London, proved a demanding one. 

    Although Augustus John had recommended that Peake should be accredited as a war artist, this came to nothing and he was conscripted into the Army. During the summer of 1940, he saw action as an anti-aircraft gunner on the Thames estuary, but, for him, the war was mostly a succession of dreary camps and barracks, petty restrictions and longing for his wife and their two baby boys. Even so, he managed to work when on leave and at quiet moments in the corner of an Army hut. His illustrations – mostly for quirky books for children, like The Hunting of the Snark and The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, which suited his talent for the grotesque – had attracted attention among publishers but he had already started to write himself. As early as 1940, when engaged in painting signboards for officers’ lavatories, he began work on a strange allegorical book that was eventually to be called Titus Groan and be the first of the Gormenghast trilogy – fantasies dredged from the deepest, darkest chasms of his haunted imagination – that won him an assured Gothic niche in the literature of his time. 

    In 1943, Peake had been discharged from the Army as unsuited to its needs and he returned thankfully to domestic bliss in a studio. Twice the Ministry of Information commissioned paintings from him to record the war effort, but his was an unconventional eye and what was generally accepted as a stirring subject by the public did not necessarily inspire him. So his large oil painting of RAF bomber crews reporting on the results of a raid, called The Interrogation of Pilots, was competent, but lifeless, and was eventually relegated to the reserve collection of the Imperial War Museum. 

    But the other assignment fired his imagination. This was to paint glassblowers at work in a Birmingham factory, making cathode-ray tubes for radar. The balletic movements of the glassblowers in the glare of the furnace, the contortions of their faces and of the glass seemed like a scene in Hades to delight his taste for the macabre. He produced a spate of drawings, a major painting in oils and a book of his verse was eventually published under the title of one of his poems, The Glassblowers. 

    But now he had been inspired by a sense of mission, an idea prompted by his wife. While most correspondents were motivated by professional ambitions, or simply a desire to miss none of the excitement, Peake felt that, like Goya, he could do something to lessen human antagonisms by illustrating the disasters of war. 

    When Peake sought a commission in Fleet Street, his literary abilities were unrecognized there, although they were nearby in Fitzrovia by other writers, notably Dylan Thomas and Graham Greene. Grotesque as it was to seem, my schoolboy prose was to be illustrated by him. I was also to be his tour-manager, and here problems arose. During April and May, events on the Continent were providing the most dramatic and concentrated news that anybody could remember. Hence, the press camps of the Allied armies were full and it was made clear to me at the Supreme Headquarters’ public relations office in the Senate House that it would be difficult to have a lower priority for places in them than would be accorded to Mervyn Peake. 

    Once on the Continent, travel was simple enough; indeed the movement of soldiers and refugees was on as vast and fluid a scale as in the great wars of the Middle Ages. There it was just a matter of asking for (and nearly always getting) a movement order from a public relations officer, transport would be provided – a jeep, or a seat in an aircraft – and travel could range not only across that part of Europe already occupied by the Anglo-Americans but, at some risk, through the Russian lines and beyond on the pretext of visiting some isolated Allied mission with the partisans. Even if the armies could not help, there was always a chance of getting across with the RAF, or the Royal Navy, if they could be persuaded that one was eager to report their activities. But such was the pressure on accommodation that I had to return to the Continent alone and Mervyn Peake and I were only able to set out together after the war had ended. 

    The Peakes were then living in a residential studio in Glebe Place off the King’s Road in Chelsea, but our first meetings were in another, which he rented for a few shillings a week in Trafalgar Studios a gaunt block in Manresa Road. This was Bohemia as I had always imagined it: the enormous, high-ceilinged studio with its great, grimy window, stacked with canvases and reeking of oil-paint and turpentine. Jars stuffed with brushes, a palette bright with abstract dabs and swirls of paint, and an open bottle of cheap sherry, were prominent details of decor. There was also, as expected, a beautiful girl in attendance. This was Maeve Gilmore, Mervyn’s wife, whose corn-coloured hair, wide-set eyes and air of content, made her seem to me the goddess Ceres incarnate. 

    Mervyn Peake, then aged thirty-three, was a lean, slightly stooped man with black, sprouting hair and a narrow, deep-lined face in which dark, troubled eyes were set close. His manner was friendly, slightly diffident; gentle, but also masculine. One could sense that he had been an appallingly helpless soldier – he was reputed to have saluted with his left hand when he remembered to salute at all – and as our preparations progressed it became obvious that the little disciplines and formalities of military life, which I took for granted, were, to him, bewildering irrelevancies. 

    One aspect of these preparations did, however, seem to appeal. I had taken him to the quartermaster’s stores at the Duke of York’s Headquarters, an Army establishment in the King’s Road, to be fitted with his khaki battledress. This was, of course, unbecoming; Mervyn had been noted for his exotic clothes in happier times and he eyed me with envy. While wearing the usual battledress when, as the official jargon put it, ‘accompanying a Field Force’, I liked to cut a dash in London. 

    I had bought a second-hand service-dress uniform of old-fashioned cut and acquired a peaked service-cap, from which I removed the wire stretcher so that its crown crumpled, and also became, I am sure, the only war correspondent with the ostentation to wear a highly-polished Sam Browne belt. My appearance, therefore, was that of a boy playing the part of the doomed young company commander in Journey’s End, R. C. Sherriff’s celebrated play about soldiers in the First World War, in school theatricals. Nor was this all. I affected a neatly-knotted scarf of lizard-green parachute silk – although I had never parachuted – and black, horse-hide half-wellington boots, which took a high polish, of the type sometimes worn by officers of the Royal Navy. 

    It was these boots that attracted Mervyn’s envy and he persuaded me to accompany him to Gieves, the naval outfitters in Bond Street, to buy himself a pair. In one of the odd little twists of circumstance that were to mark the coming weeks, it was these dandy’s boots of ours that struck fear into the hearts of the defeated enemy. 

    Mervyn was as professional and efficient in the assembling of his artist’s materials as he had been bemused by the logistics of our expedition. By the end of May, permission had been granted by Supreme Headquarters as two vacancies had been reported at the headquarters of the United States 15th Army in Germany, the cadre of a new one that was being assembled in the Rhineland when the war ended, and which was therefore less-visited than the famous formations, which were occupying cities like Hamburg, or Nuremburg, or were in contact with the Russians. So, during the first week in June, we set out. 

    In memory, the month that followed is memorable in Peake-ish images, the grotesque either present, or lurking; my companion’s eyes selecting detail that I, in all probability, would have overlooked. The way to the Continent began at the RAF passenger terminal in St James’s and a flight by Dakota from the grass airfield at Croydon, or to old fighter station at Northolt, to Brussels (if visiting the British armies) or Paris (if joining the Americans). So it was that on a hot June evening we arrived at the main American ‘press camp’ in Paris, which had been established, appropriately, at the Hôtel Scribe. Here, I recall the first of those Peake-ish images: the windows of our room opened on to a deep well surrounded by other windows, all wide open and in each, it seemed, a journalist rattling on his typewriter: the great shaft, with its busy cells, a surreal hive. 

    To young men, Paris meant, primarily, night life so we set off for Montmartre and the Place Pigalle, known to American soldiers as ‘Pig Alley’. The city was empty of traffic but for occasional jeeps and crowded buses, and lacked the effervescence of Brussels as if, even now, nine months after its liberation, it was still under sedation following a nervous collapse. Only the thousands of young Americans on leave gave it vigour, even if they seemed to spend most of their time lounging in their well-cut, rather unmilitary uniforms on café terraces watching the girls with square-shouldered frocks and piled-up hair go by. 

    Considering the opportunities for carnal adventures that were still available on the open market at this time – the brothels had yet to be closed and the male visitor soon heard tales of the lavish establishment named Le Sphinx over in Montparnasse, which was officially ‘Off Limits’ – our night out was demure. We began in a small, empty night-club in the Rue Pigalle, where as Mervyn took out his sketch-book and began to draw the Negro drummer in the band, the bar girls and waiters gathered about him to watch. His response was so pleasant and polite that there was none of the expected badgering to buy drinks and we were soon engaged in quiet and enjoyable conversation; for he had the gift of establishing friendship. 

    This was demonstrated again when we moved up the hill to another night-club in the Rue Fontaine, then named Paradise, (which was still in business nearly forty years on, re-named The Bunny Girls’ Topless Bar.) But, then, it was everything I had imagined a Parisian cabaret should be. It was dark and decorated with green cardboard palm-trees. A brassy dance-band blared while a troupe of uncomely girls, wearing only top hats and satin drawers, clumped up and down the little stage on their wedge-heeled shoes screeching music-hall songs. 

    Mervyn began sketching again and attracted the attention of some hefty American artillerymen on leave from the limits of Patton’s advance into Czechoslovakia, who insisted that we join them and share their champagne. We sat talking under the paper palms for hours before walking down the hill to the Scribe and bed as the sky was turning grey in the east. 

    As we packed for the second and final stage of travel to Germany, I was unaware of Mervyn’s sense of mission. But he now wrote to Maeve about this: ‘You know I will do all that is in our minds when we decided, through your insight, that it was for me to make records of what humanity suffered through war. I will not forget the reasons which prompted me to try and go to where people suffer. I will miss you desperately, but I will be proud to do something which we both believe in.’ 

    Our journey began with a flight to Mannheim, then on by jeep past the ruins of Ludwigshafen and Mainz to Wiesbaden, where we tried to discover what the 15th Army’s zone of occupation had to offer. In a few days’ time, the public relations officer told us, we might care to visit a small Rhineland spa, Bad Neuenahr, where correspondents would be assembling for the first of what would be many trials of German war criminals. Meanwhile, how about a trip to Aachen where the bones of the Emperor Charlemagne were about to be restored to the cathedral by the United States Army? 

    This seemed to me the best of what little this part of Germany seemed to offer; although meagre enough when compared with the high drama of broken armies, exhumed concentration camps and the ruined capital to the east. But my companion had already begun to absorb new and, for him, horrible sensations. The first of these was hatred. 

    From Wiesbaden, he wrote to Maeve about the Germans we saw in the ruined streets: ‘There is an intense feeling of hatred. Eyes are averted – or the stare is insolent … Walking out this evening in this German town (Tom taking his revolver!) was one of the strangest experiences I have ever had. Nearly every window had a head which stared at the opposite wall of the street as one came abreast. Sometimes, looking quickly, one would see a face staring at one from between the blinds, which would immediately shift its gaze on being met.’ 

    The hostility of young Germans particularly depressed him. He went on, ‘A young heavily-built German we passed gave us a look of the intensest malice and clapped his hand to his hip as though to draw a symbolic revolver. The children put out their tongues to jeer and whistle. It is a new thing for me to see hatred so manifest. I also saw a boy whose face looked about sixteen, but whose hair was grey, who was hobbling down the steps of a town-hall with a crutch and only one leg.’ 

    The ruins, too, were quite unlike anything he had imagined for those Gothic drawings. ‘Sights it would be impossible to believe, were one not to see them,’ was how he described the devastated centres of the cities we saw that day. ‘They are no more,’ he went on. ‘They are relics. Terrible as the bombing of London was, it is absolutely nothing – nothing compared with this unutterable desolation. Imagine Chelsea in fragments with not one single house with any more than a few weird-shaped walls where it once stood, and you will get an idea in miniature of what Mannheim and Wiesbaden are like – yet these are the only two that we have seen, save for the broken streets of every small town we passed through on our jeep ride here today.’ 

    My pistol – a German Luger automatic, which I had bought from one of Bert Hardy’s fellow-sergeants at Belsen – was unnecessary on that occasion, but I was glad to have it with me on the following evening. War correspondents were forbidden to carry weapons under the Geneva Convention, but this was not war, although, I suspected, a few of its risks might remain. There had been talk of armed SS men and gangs of marauding ‘displaced persons’ in the countryside and even of Werewolves. What effect the latter had achieved had been in and around the city of Aachen, whither we were bound. 

    Other than Berlin itself, Aachen was the only major German city to be subjected to siege and heavy street-fighting. This had been back in October when, as the cornerstone of German defences, it had been stubbornly held, delaying the American advance for five weeks before being taken at the end of the month. So ruin inflicted by years of aerial bombardment – the hills of rubble and tottering walls; the ruptured sewers and decaying bodies buried only by heaps of bricks and shattered stone – was compounded by the aftermath of infantry-fighting, the litter of live and dangerous ammunition, the smell of human excreta as well as decomposition and the pungent, soapy smell that hung about places where Germans soldiers had been. 

    So the Americans had not attempted to occupy the ruins, keeping what troops were needed in the surrounding countryside. We were told that our driver would spend the night at one of these camps but would first take us to a US Army ‘transit hotel’, which had just been opened within the city. When we asked where this was to be found, the directions proved simple: we should drive down the only street not choked by rubble and look for the only house with glass in its windows. We discovered it, a tall lone survivor in a scene of desolation, surrounded by rubble and the facades of other houses, which seemed to glare at it from rectangles where windows had been, now dark as the eye-sockets of skulls. 

    Our jeep disappeared in a cloud of dust – the driver promising to return for us next morning – and the American sergeant in charge of the mess said we were his only guests, showed us a room and invited us to make ourselves at home. It was a fine, warm evening; the house was smelly and stuffy; a walk seemed the only way of passing the time. Before leaving, I unpacked my pistol and tucked it into the breast of my battledress blouse. 

    Few Germans were about in the ruins as we picked our way through the rubble and crunched across broken glass. Those we saw were shabby, grey-faced figures, usually middle-aged, or old, who averted their gaze as we passed. Then we turned off from what we presumed had been the centre of the city and walked up a narrow street, sloping uphill to an area where the devastation was less complete. As we strolled in the evening sunshine, I noticed that we had seen no Germans for some time and it was then that we heard the tapping. It seemed to originate ahead of us and high up, and, turning a corner, we saw its source. A woman was leaning out of an upper window of a part-ruined house, beating together a pair of clogs. Then she stopped and the tapping began again, farther ahead. As we walked, it kept pace with us, like war-drums announcing the approach of hostile strangers. 

    We came to a large stone building, pock-marked by gunfire, but substantial enough to have resisted total demolition. It was a deserted school with the word Gymnasium carved on its stone portal and we wandered into its deserted, shattered corridors. Now it was not tapping that we heard but footsteps, running. They were running away, scattering as if disturbed but perhaps already warned by the signals that had accompanied our progress. I felt a cold twinge of alarm, unbuttoned my battledress blouse and gripped the Luger. Whose running footsteps echoed down the corridors ahead? Fugitive SS men? Werewolves? We never knew, for the echoes died away and we turned back into the sunlight and down the hill. My grip on the pistol-butt began to relax. 

    Next morning was cold and blustery and torn curtains flapped from the window-sockets of Aachen. Our jeep-driver returned and took us to the cathedral. Had we been looking for symptoms of a happier future, we could have recognized two that morning. But we were not: Mervyn was brooding upon the cruel folly of mankind, and I was in search of excitement. The restoration of the bones of the Emperor Charlemagne to his capital might have been one such symptom. 

    In the dark nave of the cathedral – part of it the Emperor’s palace chapel built in the 8th century – a painted Gothic shrine stood on a catafalque and what remained of Charlemagne was within. Around him assembled a curiously assorted congregation: German clergy in white vestments; crop-headed American officers with pistols slung from their belts; drawn, grey-skinned city burghers; and ourselves. Charlemagne, unlike the newly-dead ruler of Germany, had, I was told made ‘a noble attempt to consolidate order and Christian culture among the nations of the West.’ Could this little ceremony symbolize a renaissance of a civilized Germany? In the gloom of the chill cathedral amid the oppressive ruins of Charlesmagne’s city, it never occured to me that it might. 

    The other sign, there for the recognition, did strike me as one of hope. For it was a school; the first, we were told, to re-open after the fighting, and wholly free from the Nazi ideology, which had perverted German education for a decade. It was a dame-school of one class, presided over by a little straight-backed schoolmistress of middle age with her hair piled in a bun. The children were all under the age of ten and were being taught to recite nursery rhymes. Mervyn and I sat on the teacher’s dais, he sketching at her desk. The children who filled the classroom were pale and poorly dressed but there was laughter and an apparent eagerness to learn, which became sharply poignant when one reflected on what their recent predecessors at these desks had been taught and what had happened to them. 

    But a more pressing matter demanded our attention – albeit one concerning the recent past – and that of our more notable fellow-correspondents: this was not reconstruction but revenge. Our jeep took us eastward to the Rhine, past the wreck of the Remagen bridge, which had at last collapsed into the river, its purpose fulfilled. Then, to Cologne, another sea of ruin that lapped about the gaunt, black shape of the cathedral, which, like that at Aachen, had survived. Our destination was, however, almost untouched by war. This was Bad Neuenahr, the little spa, where the turn-of-the-century hotels and villas provided suitable accommodation for the headquarters of the 15th Army and for the flock of journalists and photographers who had arrived to report the first act of retribution in Germany. 

    The trial was to be of four Germans accused of killing an American airman in the summer of 1944. Until a few days before our arrival only three had been under arrest but then the suspected ringleader, a minor Nazi official, a blockleiter, named Peter Back had also been arrested and the law could begin to take its course. The story of the killing was nasty and pathetic – petty and commonplace, too, in its context – but it was the first of what would be many such trials and was therefore newsworthy: Life magazine had sent a correspondent and a photographer in the expectation of a major pictorial spread. 

    Mervyn and I were swept up by efficient public relations officers and taken to the court-house nearby at Ahrweiler, where we found ourselves seated, day after day, almost within touching distance of men on trial for their lives. 

    The accused looked the opposites of imagined war criminals. All were in their thirties, but looked older, with the now usual grey, drawn German face; their crumpled clothes seeming even shabbier than they were in contrast to the immaculately-pressed uniforms and polished leather combat boots of the row of American colonels, who were their judges. Three of them seemed ordinary, if bewildered, working-men: Peter Kohn, aged thirty-two, had been working as a crane-operator since losing an arm fighting in Russia; he had three children and his wife was again pregnant. Matthias Gierens was thirty-seven and had been working on the railways since building fortifications with a labour corps. The third, a member of the Heimwehr home-defence force named Krein was said to have been marginally involved in the event of which we were to be told, so most eyes concentrated on the fourth man in the dock. 

    Peter Back was a village tailor of thirty-five and seemed to be compensating for his five feet and four inches of height and a dragging leg – the consequence of polio – by keeping a straight back and a bright, eager look in his eyes. In compensation, too, had been his busy life as a Nazi blockleiter, which had enabled him to play the leader, or the bully, and had given him the miserable distinction of becoming the first war criminal to feel the weight of retribution. 

    All four stood accused of a type of killing that had not been unusual at the time. In August, 1944, the American crew of a crashing Liberator bomber had parachuted to what they hoped would be safety over the Rhineland village of Preist, which itself had suffered from air attack. One of them, a lieutenant, landed at the edge of a wheat-field, his parachute catching the branches of a tree. Two soldiers – one of them, Krein – quickly reached him, and were helping him out of his harness, when a crowd arrived from the village with their blockleiter hobbling aftet them. Without more ado, Back had drawn his pistol and shot the American twice; twice the lieutenant struggled to his feet, first to be clubbed by Kohn and then to have his skull shattered by a sledgehammer swung by Gierens. 

    One of the Heimwher men had said, ‘That man was a prisoner – that was no way to treat him.’ ‘You can bury him,’ Peter Back was said to have replied, ‘and put forget-me-nots on his grave.’ There were witnesses to these events and photographs of a broken skull were passed around the court. 

    For several days, evidence was taken and the lawyers tried to convince the judges this way or that, every legal nicety being observed. As the trial reached its conclusion it became evident that, for three of the accused at least, the outcome was inevitable. Their eyes shone with tears and Matthias Gierens began to sob. Then they were sent back to their cells in the prison at Rheinbeck to await the verdicts and sentences. 

    At the press camp there was eagerness to get the business over because, with the prospect of the western Allies at last being allowed into Berlin by the Russians, there were many more exciting stories worthy of our attention. The public relations officers, hoping to hold our interest, tried to persuade Mervyn that it was his duty to draw a portrait of Peter Back in what was doubtless about to become his condemned cell. 

    He was reluctant, for he had just written to Maeve about the trial, ‘I think it was carried out very fairly, but the sentence was not read out. I made a lot of drawings of the German witnesses as they came in and were cross-questioned and of the German lawyer who defended Back. 

    ‘He was a huge, massive and portly man and was, I think, extremely good. Everything had to be translated into English and German all the time, which made it very long. He could not justify Back’s action, which he deplored, but tried to show the background which Back had had – how he had been warped, and how being self-conscious of his being a cripple he had striven to excel himself as a party man. None of this excuses him, but the lawyer quoted the French phrase “To know all is to forgive all”. Oh, Maeve – it was very tragic – its sadness is more upon me now that at the time because the whole thing was informal in that big room.’ 

    But Mervyn felt that this was a duty he should not shirk and we were taken to the prison and along the stone corridors. The door of the cell swung open, and little Back, who had been sitting on his bunk, sprang to attention, palms pressed flat against his thin thighs. It was explained that the British artist intended to draw his portrait and he nodded quickly and stood even more stiffly. Mervyn suggested to the interpeter that Back should sit again and he did so, while the sketching was done as quickly as the pencil could move. We left in a few minutes, the doomed man thanking us. 

    The sentences were announced to the prisoners in their cells. All were condemned to death. At once there was a renewal of interest at the press camp and an American photographer asked the prison governor if the four could be hanged together in a row as that would make a picture worthy of world-wide syndication. 

    It was time to go; we refused invitations to the executions; and we took to the open road next morning with relief, breathing deeply of the fresh country air and trying to shake morbid musing from our minds. Yet, as we were both to find, this was not easy to do. 

    I had been taking photographs along the way and, one afternoon, returning to the room we shared at Bad Neuenahr had found Mervyn asleep on his bed with his head thrown back on the hard wedge-shaped pillow and his mouth open. With the humour of the near-adolescent, I photographed him thus and when, weeks after our return to London, I saw the result, the effect was strange. Sunlight from a window and consequent over-exposure had thrown a milky halo round Mervyn’s prone figure, lolling head and gaping mouth. I showed this to him, joking that it could be entitled something like ‘The Martyrdom of St Mervyn’. But he did not laugh and I could see that the photograph shocked him. The disturbed thoughts that were crowding upon him and, perhaps, the beginnings of the long and terrible illness that blighted the prime of his life and finally killed him, may have made my larky snapshot an unsettling and prophetic image. 

    I had been as thankful as Mervyn to avoid attending the executions. Then, late in the following month, I picked up a copy of Life magazine in an American officers’ mess. There my eye fell upon the headline, ‘US ARMY JUSTICE FALLS ON GERMANS’ and there followed five pages of pictures, culminating in those of the hanging of Back, Kohn and Gierens; Krein’s sentence having been commuted to life imprisonment. 

    The accompanying report gave the details we had tried to avoid committing to memory. They had been hanged one after the other, not in a row. Before mounting the scaffold, Peter Back, punctilious as ever, had, apparently, said, ‘I respect the American Army and Army administration’ and after the black hood had been pulled over his head with the noose, had been heard to mutter farewells to his family: ‘Lebewohl, Katherina, Angela, Ursula.’ Then, ‘Jesus nimm mich’ – ‘Jesus take me.’ Several officers in the row of official witnesses turned pale and swayed when the trap crashed open, and the American hangman wept. 

    (Many years later, when the three men would have reached the age of retirement, I again came across this copy of Life and turning over its limp pages noticed odd signs of the changed world which they were not to know. One article described, ‘One of the pre-war luxuries which seems most likely to come out of the luxury class and into the post-war mass market is air-conditioning.’ 

    A spread of photographs of French girls on a beach bore the caption, ‘The fashionable ladies of Paris wear expensive little wisps of material which they roll down until only a strip across the bosom and a G-string over the loins come between them and the sun.’ Of course, this was not then called a bikini because nothing had happened at Bikini atoll to make its name so unforgettable and to become this little black joke. 

    But what had happened at Bikini and the horrors, which we could not have imagined in June, 1945, but were real enough within two months, were conjured up by another photograph in the old magazine. This was a full-page photograph of the film star Rita Hayworth, fetching in a black chiffon nightdress. This was the photograph, apparently, that had been cut out and pasted to the casing of the atomic bomb that was to be dropped over Hiroshima thirty-eight days after Peter Back’s neck was broken at Rheinbeck.) 

    Our journey north-east to the British Army area of occupation took us through more pulverized towns, past burned-out factories and fields patterned with the round pools of flooded bomb-craters. The fighting had only ended a month before but already the sight of a column of tanks on the road, or a battery of guns beneath their camouflage netting, was rare. Convoys of lorries packed with German prisoners roared by, to be showered with little packets of food when they passed through villages. 

    Everywhere were the DPs – the displaced persons; former ‘slave labourers’; released prisoners – waiting to return home, or actually on the road. The former roamed in gangs, seeking food and avenging themselves on the Germans until British or American troops had to round them up and return them to their camps. Sometimes the DPs were joined by liberated prisoners of war, who, of course, had had military training and now put it to use. A typical report from the British zone at this time read, ‘It is unsafe to work in fields within eight miles of Adelheide DP camp owing to sniping in this area. A total of 1,200 cattle have been slaughtered and looted by DPs and PWs, quite apart from atrocious crimes against the inhabitants.’ Another Military Government officer wrote, ‘I, on my frequent and long trips about our Zone, always have a loaded pistol at hand, and my driver with a loaded rifle! Russians and Poles; Poles and Russians; and both far worse than any kind of wild beast!’ 

    To return home they needed no tickets, no movement orders, or passports if transport of any kind – even strong legs – was available; not for centuries had the people of Europe been so free to wander at will. Slowly, the DPs were moved homeward by road and rail, while others begged lifts from soldiers, which was officially forbidden, or clung to the few rickety civilian lorries for which petrol had been bought on the black market or stolen. One of these I remembered particularly – a rattling wreck of a farmer’s truck that had edged between the end of a long military convoy and our jeep. Sitting on the pile of bundled belongings on the back was a girl, her hair as short as Ingrid Bergman’s had been in the film of For Whom the Bell Tolls. She had clearly come from a concentration camp and her shorn head was already covered with soft curls. She was very beautiful but, sitting there, perhaps twenty feet away from us, her eyes never met ours. Who she was and where she was going I wondered then and have wondered since. 

    We were to visit the remnants of the Kriegsmarine at the great naval port of Kiel, and of the Wehrmacht in the unscarred countryside of Schleswig-Holstein, into which it had been squeezed by the advance of its enemies from east and west and where vast numbers of its soldiers awaited removal to prison-camps. For me, there was fascination in seeing the once-terrible enemy in defeat at such close quarters, but for Mervyn it seemed to count for little. Indeed, he appeared a gentle Gulliver amongst these strange, uniformed people surrounded by the broken relics of their recent past. I cannot recall that he made a single drawing throughout these visits. 

    The fine harbour and great dockyard of Kiel was a sight to satisfy the most vengeful eye. The German surface fleet had not been large – although gigantic battleships were to have been built – but it had been formidable. Here were ships whose names had struck a chill into news-bulletins for the past six years, now sunk, beached, burned and burst asunder. Alongside one quay the long, grey whaleback of a ship’s bottom curved above the water. This had been the ‘pocket battleship’ Scheer, sister ship to the famous Graf Spee, which had been sunk in the first naval battle of the war. Mervyn hung back, incuriously, while I scrambled along her keel and squeezed through a hole into her dark, oily intestines. 

    The heavy cruiser Hipper, which my cousin John Casson had dive-bombed off Trondheim five years before, lay, hit at last but only able to sink a few feet to the bottom of her dock. Her anti-aircraft guns were still cocked skyward, and the rivets had been started from her plates by fires. In the chart-house, among the scatter of navigational instruments and charts, lay two new and shiny books: navigating officers’ guides to the Indian Ocean and the Pacific, clues perhaps to the ship’s last forlorn hope. In a vain attempt at camouflage, the facades of houses had been painted across her sides and upperworks in a final surreal touch. 

    Beached in the harbour was the older cruiser Emden, also bombed, but festooned with the branches of trees in another attempt at camouflage, exactly as her namesake had been in an African river in the First World War before being finally found and sunk by an Australian cruiser. Alongside her lay a submarine and I jumped across to her conning-tower to clamber down a vertical ladder into her fishy depths. All around the harbour lay other U-boats: some scuttled, with only the tops of their conning-towers showing above the water; others bombed, with bow or stern jutting above the surface, or lying, burst open in the shallows, like disembowelled sharks. In a vast U-boat dock within a reinforced concrete shelter, dozens of miniature submarines lay in rows, and, on the dockside, stood prefabricated sections of new U-boats, like segments of tuna, ready for assembly. 

    For myself, fresh from a boyhood dominated by dreams of ships and the sea and almost word perfect in my knowledge of technical data in Jane’s Fighting Ships, this was an adventure playground. For the few British we came across, the preoccupation was the prospect of loot, whether of binoculars, gunsights, or any saleable gadgetry, to the ultimate possibility of trying to sail one of the dainty yachts, that somehow had remained at their moorings here, back to England. 

    The remains of the Wehrmacht were to be found some miles inland in the soft country of woods, lakes and cornfields of Schleswig-Holstein that had been untouched by war. So many German troops – the estimate was at least a million, nearly half the number that had surrendered to Montgomery – had taken refuge here that it had so far been impossible to count, document and despatch the prisoners to camps. So large areas had been sealed off by British troops and armed German military police and, within, the last formations of the Wehrmacht remained under German command and administration a month after their final defeat. 

    We were taken into one such area by a carcature of a British officer of the Edwardian period, with a monocle screwed into his eye. The pinewoods were crowded with German soldiers, mostly sitting listlessly outside tents made from ground-sheets thrown over ropes slung between tree-trunks. They stared at us with blank eyes at first although one, smarter than the rest, marched up to us and with studied effrontery threw up his arm in a now-forbidden Nazi salute. 

    A jolly colonel named Pagel, who had removed the Nazi insignia from the front of his high-crowned cap, greeted us at his headquarters and guided us round the remains of the battalion he had managed to save from the Red Army. During our tour, a young lieutenant came up and whispered to him; he then explained to us that we were worrying his men. Before walking through the woods, Mervyn and I had tucked our battledress trousers into the tops of our half-wellingtons. The Germans knew that the British wore gaiters; the Russians, boots. Were we therefore Russian liaison officers, attached to the British Army, who had arrived to arrange their transportation to labour camps in Siberia? 

    Next we were shown how these troops were being sent to the prison camps. Convoys of British lorries took them by the hundred to be ‘processed’ by a British unit stationed at a nearby farm for this purpose. They had already been disarmed, so now they filed through a barn, where they were told to throw their leather equipment – belts, ammunition pouches and packs – on to one heap; toss their decorations and insignia (mostly brooch-type, made of light metal alloy) on to another; and queue to have their identification documents and private papers scrutinized. Amongst the latter were a surprising number of pornographic photographs, their owners sometimes protesting at confiscation on the grounds that the subjects were their wives. It was impossible to relate this decrepit column of haggard, unshaven men with the propaganda photographs of square-jawed, sun-burned athletes in uniform that we had seen a few years before with such apprehension. 

    Nearby was another camp for members of the SS concentration camp guards and those suspected of implication in war crimes. We climbed a watch-tower and stood with the British sentry, studying the compounds – one for men, one for women – below. Here and there, the stereotypes of our imagined enemy stood out: an SS officer, arms akimbo, legs apart, rocking to and fro on the balls of his feet; a strikingly handsome young woman with pale, cruel, unblinking, blue eyes. 

    Mervyn did not sketch these; perhaps he had seen too many unhappy faces. But he was now to see more. Having accepted the recording of human suffering in war as his duty, he knew that this would probably involve visiting a concentration camp and Belsen was not far away. A day was set aside for this but I was able to persuade myself that I did not need to return; after all there would be no horrors to describe so many weeks after its liberation. So, I left Mervyn at the main gates of the camp one morning and promised to collect him there in the afternoon. I passed the day sunbathing and swimming in a lake with off-duty British soldiers, relieved that I did not have to be reminded of the concentration camp. 

    When I returned to the gates of Belsen, Mervyn was waiting and climbed into the Humber staff car beside me. He had a sketch-pad in his hand and, as he turned its pages, I could see drawing after drawing of skeletal figures. On the last page, he had neatly written some verse and he asked me to read it. Of its imagery I can only remember his description of a feverish flush on a dying cheek as like a rose. 

    He said very little about his day beyond the fact that he had been taken into the wards of an improvised hospital, where the survivors of the camp were still dying daily by the dozen. Nor did he write about it in detail to Maeve, although, while we spent the next day pleasantly by a lake near Plön, he wrote to her, telling something of its effect upon him. 

    ‘Reaching out before me is a great sunlit lake. The sky above is a pure unclouded cobalt blue. Far away across the lake are wooded hills, while, near me, a red canoe with a couple of English soldiers in it – paddling across the sky-reflecting water – I am lying on white sand – a strip between bush-like willows. To my left are one or two dinghies on the sand … 

    ‘Yesterday, I was at Belsen, of which I won’t write but will tell you when I return. It has made a very deep impression on me. I went into what were the SS barracks and are now hospital wards and saw some of the victims. I think I could only do justice to what I felt in the most powerful poem I have written – certainly it would have to be finer than anything I’ve done, otherwise I would not want to write it … To be sitting here, the next day, in a dream-idyll of a place seems strangely ironic.’ 

    The poem he had written on the sketch-pad was later to be expanded and published as The Consumptive, Belsen, 1945 in his book of verse, The Glassblowers: 

    If seeing her an hour before her last 

    Weak cough into all blackness I could yet 

    Be held by chalk-white walls, and by the great 

    Ash coloured bed, 

    And the pillows hardly creased 

    By the tapping of her little cough-jerked head – 

    If such can be a painter’s ecstacy, 

    (Her limbs like pipes, her head a china skull) 

    Then where is mercy? 

    And what 

    Is this my traffic? for my schooled eyes see 

    The ghost of a great painting, line and hue, 

    In this doomed girl of tallow? 

    O Jesus! has the world so white a yellow 

    As lifts her head by but a breath from linen 

    In the congested yet empty world 

    Of plaster, cotton and a little marl? 

    Than pallor what is there more terrible? 

    There lay the gall 

    Of that dead mouth of the world. 

    And at death’s centre a torn garden trembled 

    In which her eyes like great hearts of black water 

    Shone in their wells of bone, 

    Brimmed to the well-heads of the coughing girl, 

    Pleading through history in that white garden; 

    And very wild, upon the small head’s cheekbones, 

    As on high ridges in an icy dew, 

    Burned the sharp roses. 

    Her agony slides through me: I am glass 

    That grief can find no grip 

    Save for a moment when the quivering lip 

    And the coughing weaker than the broken wing 

    That, fluttering, shakes the life from a small bird 

    Caught me as in a nightmare? Nightmares pass 

    The image blurs and the quick razor-edge 

    Of anger dulls, and pity dulls. O God, 

    That grief so glibly slides! The little badge 

    On either cheek was gathered from her blood: 

    Those coughs were her last words. They had no weight 

    Save that through them was made articulate 

    Earth’s desolation on the alien bed. 

    Though I be glass, it shall not be betrayed, 

    That last weak cough of her small trembling head. 

    Several years later he was to write the image of the dying girl into the last of his trilogy, Titus Alone, in the character of Black Rose, who suffers much and dies as her head touches a white pillow. 

    There was another poem, lacking the immediacy of the first, but still haunted by the calm horror of the Belsen wards, which, by the contrast of past and present, hope and despair, must have been as painful to a sensitive mind as the ghastliness of the scene in April and May: 

    They had no quiet and smoothed sheets of death to fold 

    them, and no pillows whiter than the wings of 

    childhood’s angels 

    There was no hush of love. No silence flowered about 

    them, and no bland, enormous petals opened with stillness. 

    Where was lavender or gentle light? 

    Where were the coverlets of quiet? Or white hands 

    to hold their bleeding claws that grabbed horribly 

    for child or lover? 

    In twisting flames their twisting bodies blackened, 

    For History, that witless chronicler, 

    Continued writing his long manuscript. 

    Some escape, if temporary, from his dark thoughts was at hand. Just before our visit to the prison-camp and his to Belsen, I had written a short, breezy letter to my parents: ‘Lovely bathing here. Just off to one of our SS camps, then to see Aunt Sybil in Hamburg.’ This was Dame Sybil Thorndike, my mother’s cousin, who had arrived in Germany with the Old Vic company for their repertory performances of Richard III, Peer Gynt and Arms and the Man. With her in khaki ENSA uniform were Laurence Olivier and Ralph Richardshon (both released from the Fleet Air Arm the year before to take part in this season), some splendid supporting actors and two young actresses, Margaret Leighton and Joyce Redman, who had been a friend of Mervyn’s in London before the war. 

    Hamburg, swept by fire-storms, was in almost total ruin, but we stayed at the Hotel Atlantic, surprisingly intact, on the shore of the Alster lake and crunched across broken glass to the theatre, the Schauspielhaus, which had survived, even more amazingly, opposite the main railway station. 

    Backstage, Mervyn began to relax in what were, to him, the realities of his own world. Out came his sketch-pad and he began drawing again in dressing-rooms and from the prompter’s box. The company had already made its first impact on London with this repertory season – and was later to make more – and here, with audiences of soldiers and airmen, starved of all things intellectual or artistic, its success was repeated with emphasis. For many, its excitement was never to be matched in the theatre. 

    The particularly stimulating tension it radiated came from the presence of Olivier and Richardson: the former, unforgettable as Richard III with his hunch-back and long, twisted, false nose; the latter as a moving Peer Gynt. Both had been well known before the war, with Olivier having the edge through his films – playing Heathcliffe in Wuthering Heights, Nelson in Lady Hamilton and, of course, the King in Henry V; but Richardson’s natural authority and sensitivity on stage was remarkable, too. They were very different in character – Olivier, dazzingly handsome, sexually attractive and autocratic; Richardson, quiet, shy but hinting at hidden qualities. ‘We are as different as chalk and cheese,’ remarked Olivier, but they sensed that they were rivals for public acclaim and treated each other as such, bargaining over the balance in weight and prominence of the parts they each hoped to play. 

    Such preoccupations kept them somewhat apart from the rest of the cast so that the task of binding it together fell to Sybil Thorndike, whose vast enthusiasms and boundless energy supported a strong will and considerable intelligence. She also imposed discipline: when an unduly sharp rebuke from Olivier reduced one of the actresses to tears, it was Sybil who ordered him to be more thoughtful and gentle. Her authority over him came both from her air of smiling command and the fact that she and her husband Lewis Casson – now also touring on the Continent with an ENSA company – had launched him on his career. 

    She saw to it that the young actresses were entertained and she chaperoned them when necessary. Alcohol was cheap and plentiful for the British and sometimes parties got out of hand, as when officers drinking on an upper floor of the splendid Vier Jahreszeiten hotel began shooting with rifles at any lights showing in the few remaining buildings on the far side of the Alster. At one late-night party after a performance, Joyce Redman found herself alone and surrounded by hearty, tipsy hosts. Asked what she would like to drink, she meekly replied, ‘Well, really, I would just like a cup of tea.’ There was a roar of laughter but when it subsided she heard a kindly male voice say, ‘And I would like a cup of tea, too.’ It was a tall young major; she eventually married him. 

    Mervyn was particularly enjoying his drawing of Olivier in costume and false nose as King Richard; this satisfied his own taste for the grotesque and his imagination could escape from recent experience and roam freely in its own quirky world. But, even here, reality intruded. Olivier was wearing, suspended from his medieval belt, an ivory-handled poignard. Mervyn was admiring it as an unusually handsome theatrical property, when Olivier turned it round to reveal a silver swastika embossed on the hilt. It had been the ceremonial dagger of an SS officer. 

    The talk here, too, turned to Belsen, for the company had just been there to give the British medical staff and soldiers a performance of Arms and the Man. Joyce Redman described how, on the drive from Hamburg, they had begun to notice a terrible smell, then realized that it was generated by the concentration camp, then some five miles distant. On their return that night, Sybil wrote an account of the visit to her son John. 

    She described her visit to the hospital wards, which Mervyn had seen, with an Irish doctor. ‘Well, my dear,’ she wrote, ‘when we got through the white building, which looked so clean, there crept in on me (and you know my keen nose) the most awful and depressing smell. I said, “What’s that awful smell?” The doctor said, “That’s living children’s bodies, that smell is” … 

    ‘So he took me to … the wards where these little creatures were lying, mis-shapen, no skin on their bones – one little boy who looked about eight months old but was really four years, all twisted and like an old gnome. Oh, John, I can’t tell you how awful it was. There was a smell of putrefaction everywhere. He said, “These children will all recover …’ 

    ‘Then, oh it was horrible – he said, “Now I’ll show you the ones who can’t recover.” That was the great shock – little creatures with no flesh on them – twisted and contorted. I said, “I’ll never get this sight and smell out of me again.” And the doctor said, “No – you must remember this all your life. This is what war does – turns human beings into beasts, and the children into sub-human deformities …’ 

    ‘Driving back in the bus to Hamburg, I couldn’t stop crying, it was all so fearful and horrible. We played that night at the theatre in Hamburg – Richard III – but I was in a haze, a nasty, evil-smelling haze. I’ll never forget this all my life.’ 

    If the resilient Sybil could be so affected, I thought later, how much more deeply wounded must the infinitely vulnerable Mervyn Peake have been. Certainly, his experiences had struck him a stunning blow. After Hamburg, I do not recall him sketching any more. We travelled first to Amsterdam, which had been one of the last cities to be liberated from the Germans – on 7th May – where the Dutch still suffered severely from malnutrition, if not actual starvation. Soon after we entered the suburbs, through flocks of cyclists rattling along on the tyreless rims of their bicycles, we stopped and gave away all the rations we had with us. So when arriving at the transit hotel – the Victoria, opposite the main railway station; the former Gestapo headquarters – we found that the Army had yet to deliver its food supply, so spent the next twenty-four hours living on Dutch rations: tiny scraps of dark sausage with no taste of meat. 

    I wrote and he drew nothing in Amsterdam, nor in Brussels, from where we flew back to London. Back in Fleet Street and Chelsea, we began preparing our reports for publication. As a journalistic assignment, it had not been a success and this was largely due to my own lack of experience in recognizing and tackling a subject with both text and illustration. At the end of June, an account of our tour – his drawings and my words – was published in the Leader. In July, some of his Paris sketches were used to illustrate an article about post-war France by another writer and, in August, several of his sketches of British soldiers – some dating from his own time in the Army – accompanied an account of a European journey by Tom Driberg. 

    Charles Fenby was disappointed but later talked of commissioning Mervyn again with a more precise brief for the task. I myself was to report the war in Burma, was accredited to the 14th Army and was about to depart, when the expense to the magazine was found to be too high and I returned to the Continent. On my visits to London, I sometimes visited the Peakes at their Chelsea studios, envying him his idyllic domestic life: the beautiful young wife and the cherubic babies. Yet a blight had come upon him that was to continue despite his immediate success with the publication of Titus Groan, casting shadows over the works of imagination that followed. 

    One of his biographers, John Watney, wrote, ‘He brought back the haunting memories of people dying in Belsen. He felt ashamed to be sketching them as they died, as if he were intruding on something too terrible and too sacred to be the subject of public curiosity. This last act of the war was to have a more profound effect on him than the rest of his wartime experiences put together.’ And his wife, Maeve, noticed ‘he was quieter, more inward-looking, as if he had lost, during that month in Germany, his confidence in life itself.’ 

    Perhaps he also doubted the worth of his self-imposed duty to make records of suffering humanity. Sometimes – particularly at the war crimes trial and at Belsen – our presence must have seemed to be prompted by morbid curiosity on behalf of readers similarly inclined. Certainly, from this time, the darker side of his creativity grew and finally merged into a nightmare of illness from which he never returned. 

    Full recognition eluded Mervyn Peake in his lifetime. But, since his premature death in 1968, his stature as artist and writer has been maintained with biographies, theses, exhibitions and, particularly, by the interest of the young in his work. Much of this is the product of his own strange imagination but the drawings, which linger longest in many minds, do not; their impression remaining as strong as it was upon the artist himself when holding his pencil. His models – the dying girls of Belsen – were able, through him, to pass on their message. 

   





   

      

    Chapter Five 

      

    At the beginning of 1945, politics was a half-forgotten activity and, indeed, an unfamiliar word. There had not been a General Election in Britain for ten years and the political truce required by the coalition National Government had been in force for five. What political debate there had been in the House of Commons had been over-shadowed by the war and international affairs, and, in any case, could command little space in newspapers cut to a few pages by the shortage of newsprint. 

    Nobody under the age of thirty – thus, the majority of those in the armed forces – had been able to exercise their vote and what they knew of political parties derived from memories, or hearsay, from the ‘Thirties, years dominated at home by unemployment and re-armament and, abroad, by the rise of the German and Italian dictators and their military adventures; and by the civil war in Spain, which, to the more politically-minded, had become a crusade. 

    So when I had listened to a debate in the House of Commons from the Visitors’ Gallery in the middle year of the war, I had been shocked to hear a Member of Parliament address Winston Churchill with less than reverence. The Prime Minister sat, massive and scowling, the symbol of national defiance, as his critic – a younger man with a flushed face and a grey forelock – hectored him in an excited, high-pitched voice. I soon forgot the content of the criticism, but not the critic, and sought his name. It was Aneurin Bevan. 

    Political matters had, however, become a principal subject for conversation throughout the country – particularly within the armed forces – but, usually, without being regarded as such. During the long wait for the counter-invasion of France, the War Office had, in order to stimulate morale and occupy off-duty time in lonely camps, set up the Army Bureau of Current Affairs (ABCA). Each fortnight a leaflet was circulated as a basis for debate at platoon level and, from time to time, civilian lecturers addressed the soldiers on world affairs, recent history and possiblities for the future. One of the most popular subjects, strongly promoted by the authorities, was called ‘War Aims’ and designed to give the troops a sense of purpose. 

    Throughout the winter that preceded the Normandy landings, soldiers spent many hours sitting around coke-fuelled stoves in Nissen huts, smoking and discussing with varying degrees of interest a Brave New World. The other principal off-duty, indoor activity was listening to the radio on which one of the most popular broadcasts was The Brains’ Trust. 

    Such talk was now emulated by soldiers in their tens of thousands, who were often surprised and excited at expressing themselves in this way for the first time. 

    The civilian lecturers also spoke to the troops ‘like Left Book Club lecturers’, in the words of Harold Lever, a young officer in the RAF Regiment and himself a socialist, noting that ‘they gave a Marxist gloss to every subject’. Sometimes, the officers themselves lectured with a radical point of view. Captain Michael Stewart of the Royal Army Educational Corps, for example, had been an unsuccessful Labour Party candidate in the London borough of Fulham at the last General Election and was still nursing a constituency. He noticed how eagerly soldiers listened to talks about the Beveridge reports on social insurance and full employment and the Abercrombie reports on town-planning. 

    Another former Labour candidate was Major Christopher Mayhew and he, too, lectured on these favourite subjects; indeed, before D-Day, he was encouraged to do so by his colonel ‘to keep the men’s minds occupied.’ He noted that similar lectures by other officers were putting across the same ideas ‘since the Left was always more articulate than the Right.’ Such views often found a positive response among young officers who seldom connected them with party-politics. Major Woodrow Wyatt was one such, recalling, ‘I very much admired the Army. We were all working together for the benefit of the state, so why could we not continue to do this after the war as civilians? I was very conscious of my men’s lack of education and how limited were their prospects after the war. So, I thought, their lives should be organized properly, as they were now in the Army.’ 

    It was now as respectable to hold communist views as socialist and had been since the German invasion of Russia four years before. Soon after that, Sapper Eric Hobsbawm of the Royal Engineers sent a football to the Red Army and his entire company, including the sergeant-major, queued to sign the leather, something that would have been unthinkable a few weeks before. Later, when a sergeant in the Education Corps, Hobsbawm organized discussions based on the ABCA leaflets but, on reflection, felt convinced that the changes that were then beginning in the minds of the soldiery began ‘with Hitler’s invasion of Russia, which released a lot of instinctive, but repressed, class-consciousness.’ 

    Certainly, the war had given the working class a new self-confidence. This arose more from social changes within Britain than from the sudden alliance with Russia or the performance of the Red Army on the battlefield. The educational system still divided the nation as before into those who had been to fee-paying public schools, grammar schools and state schools and only a small number of clever working-class boys could win scholarships that would take them on to a university. 

    Yet, the year before, reform seemed to have begun when R. A. Butler, a Tory radical, who was President of the Board of Education (and then Minister for Education), steered his Education Bill through Parliament. This had been inspired by his own belief that, ‘Hammered on the anvil of this war, the nation has been shaped to a new unity of pride and purpose. That unity will, by this Bill, in future be founded in a greater measure where it should be founded – in the training and education of our youth.’ 

    There was to be a three-tier state education system – ruled by the ‘eleven-plus’ examination and more integration between the educational strata. This was reinforced by the report of a committee headed by Lord Fleming that public schools should accept a regular intake of children from state schools, which was welcomed as the foundation of a future, peacetime educational system that would encourage the latent abilities of the underprivileged and give permanence to the new-found social unity of the nation. The leaving age in state schools was to be raised to fifteen and the scope of the education they offered broadened in the ‘grammar’, technical and ‘modern’ schools. The consequences of such reform lay, of course, some years ahead. 

    Immediate results were, however, brought about by the conscription of young men at the age of eighteen into the ranks of the armed forces; only in the regular Royal Navy, the Brigade of Guards and a few specialist fields were officer-candidates kept separate from the rest. A public school education gave an obvious advantage, but promotion was on merit and, as the war progressed, more and more working-class men were commissioned as officers. This was particularly true of the RAF and of branches of the other two services in which technical skills were important. 

    Uniform and promotion by merit were levellers amongst women, too. Girls were conscripted for ‘war work’ and a high proportion opted for the services, where they found themselves isolated from their background of privilege, or the lack of it. Love affairs were inhibited neither by upbringing, nor by rank, reflecting the mood of liberation within the bonds of wartime discipline. 

    Writing in the News Chronicle, the American correspondent Larry Solon summed up the mood of the British soldier on the Continent thus: ‘He says he does not know much about politics but privately believes there is not a politician born who can fool him. His political mood is Left, on the whole, and the two events of the war that have effected his thinking most deeply are, first, the marvels that can be wrought when men agree to work together, and second, the might exhibited by the Red Army …’ 

    This mood was reflected in the officers’ messes. When the fighting ended, the post-war world became a favourite talking-point and the old rule of political discussion being forbidden in the mess was forgotten. At the headquarters of 8 Corps in Schleswig-Holstein, where Gerard Mansell was staioned, for example, there were two officers’ messes – ‘A’ and ‘B’: the former primarily for staff officers concerned with operations, many of them regulars, or from cavalry regiments which had been armed with tanks; the latter, mostly made up of temporary officers dealing with intelligence, signals, medical services and supporting arms, and reputed to be more intellectual. At this time, ‘A’ mess generally supported traditional Tory ideas, while ‘B’ mess was largely radical and, potentially at least, would support the ideals of the Labour Party. 

    The trend had even been reflected in prison camps. In Stalag Luft III, where most of the prisoners were RAF or Fleet Air Arm officers, John Casson had taken part in debates at sessions of a mock-Parliament, modelled exactly on that at Westminster, on political issues of the day. In these, the Labour faction invariably won, even when proposing such drastic reforms as the nationalization of all land except private gardens. 

    At home, Parliament remained largely muffled by the political truce – only a handful of the more militant Labour members regularly carping at policies they identified with the Conservatives, helped by a smaller number of Churchill’s critics in his own party – so the power to articulate radical opinion was concentrated in Fleet Street. 

    At this time, the opinion of most journalists – but not, of course, of their proprietors – were, at varying distances, left of centre. Newspapers committed to liberal views were the Labour Daily Herald, the Liberal News Chronicle, the Communist Daily Worker, the gently radical Manchester Guardian and the vigorously egalitarian Daily Mirror; the most influential of the magazines so inclined being Picture Post. Of those favouring right-wing views – notably The Times, the Daily Telegraph, the Daily Mail and the Daily Express – it was the latter, owned and editorially dominated by Lord Beaverbrook, that seemed to make the greatest impact on the public: yet both The Times and the Express took a pro-Soviet line in foreign affairs. Express journalists, too, were often socialists, its ‘William Hickey’ columnist Tom Driberg, being a left-wing, albeit ‘independent’, Member of Parliament at that time. 

    A young woman journalist, Kaye Webb, the daughter of a journalist on the Daily Herald and herself working on the monthly magazine Lilliput, could later think of only one right-wing journalist she knew at this period: Beverley Baxter, one of Beaverbrook’s editors. A socialist herself, she recalled much political discussion among journalists and continual contact between them and the Labour Party, the Fabian Society and, sometimes, the Communist Party. Her own magazine was part of the Hulton Press, owned by the former Conservative supporter, Edward Hulton, who was also proprietor of Picture Post. 

    Even the Evening Standard – one of the three London evening newspapers, together with the Conservative Evening News and the Liberal Star – was regarded as radical, although it was owned by the imperialist Lord Beaverbrook. It had been edited by Frank Owen, the former Liberal MP, until he was conscripted into the Army – in order to silence his criticism of the Government, as had also been rumoured of William Connor (but never confirmed). He was succeeded by a socialist, Michael Foot, who refused to be known as anything but Acting Editor in Owen’s absence, until identifying himself more directly with the Labour Party by moving to the Daily Herald as a columnist. 

    In retrospect, Michael Foot found wartime Fleet Street greatly stimulating. Although the war dominated the news, it was the development of radical views that excited him particularly. In publicizing the reports of Beveridge and Abercrombie and raising the eyes of their readers to future horizons, newspapers, whatever their nominal political policy, he thought ‘helped the Labour Party by loosening prejudices.’ 

    This had helped bring to a head what Foot’s friend Aneurin Bevan, who had been fighting a guerrilla campaign against the Conservatives in the National Government throughout the war, meant when he said that ‘a stupendous convulsion has taken place in the public mind.’ Bevan was uncompromising in his demand for an early return to party politics and a general election, so dividing what seemed to most a united country. ‘What the Labour Party needs,’ he said, ‘is to mobilize the We against the They’ and, advocating the end to the coalition, ‘A firmer lid is hardly the recipe for a boiling pot.’ 

    Party politics returned earlier than most expected. Although Churchill had declared himself in favour of a general election once the war with Germany had ended – in principle, at least – he was reluctant to slacken his grip on power, and several Labour members of his War Cabinet agreed with him. But, just as Aneurin Bevan longed to ‘disentangle ourselves from the embrace of the Tory party’, so the bulk of the MPs on the Opposition benches urged their leaders to catch the tide of public opinion which, they believed, was flowing strongly in their favour. 

    But now Churchill proposed that the election should be postponed until after the defeat of Japan, which, it was generally thought, would require at least another year, or eighteen months, of aerial bombardment and submarine blockade followed by invasion. In this hope, he was supported by his Deputy Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, the leader of the Labour Party, and by Ernest Bevin, his Minister of Labour. But a general election was bound to come in the foreseeable future and the Conservative, Labour and Liberal parties began to prepare for it. 

    The first problem was to excite the electorate. The public was accustomed to discussing ‘war aims’ rather than electoral promises, so that, as a first step, their interest and enthusiasm had to be harnessed to a political, rather than a national campaign. This seemed a daunting task. One of the most able and perceptive of the younger Tory MPs, Peter Thorneycroft, later described the disarray of his own party at the prospect. 

    ‘None of our ministers had applied their minds to the conduct of an election campaign,’ he said. ‘We had all been away from party politics for so long. Our strongest card was, of course, that Winston Churchill was almost universally regarded as the great war leader and national hero. But Winston had no idea of what he was going to say. He had this heroic view of politics. I well realized that what little he knew of domestic politics had come from his predecessor in the First World War, Lloyd George. And I remembered Lloyd George himself saying to me, “The most dreadful thing a man can be called upon to do is to fight a domestic election just after winning a war.” He remembered the lessons of 1906 and 1918 when the electorate turned against the politicians who had led them into the Boer War and the First World War.’ 

    Thorneycroft, together with R. A. Butler and Quintin Hogg, formed the nucleus of the Tory Reform Group, which recognized the general longing for reform and sought to meet it by evolving more radical policies. ‘All the talk in Army messes was of reform,’ he recalled. ‘But our political machine had run out of steam.’ This was illustrated by a cartoon by Low, the leading British political cartoonist of the time, in which two racing cars – one Labour, the other Tory – were being tuned up; Thorneycroft himself was shown rushing up to his car with a tool-box, while Colonel Blimp, the symbolic figure of retrogression, asked him, ‘Engine? What engine?’ 

    In charging the opposing political machines from the immense power of hope and will that had built up among the British people since 1939, the electrodes that could transfer this were in the hands of Fleet Street journalists. Foremost among their journals so dedicated were still the magazine Picture Post and the Daily Mirror. The numbers of journalists involved in shaping their policies was small and they were, as people, different, sharing only journalistic flair and idealistic zeal. Tom Hopkinson, editor of the magazine, fastidious and upper-middle-class; Harry Guy Bartholomew, of the newspaper, deliberately vulgar and proudly a man of the people. 

    Both were conscious that their moment was about to come and that it was for them to articulate the aspirations of millions who had attained self-respect and self-confidence but not always the means to express this. Both would be dedicated to the cause of the Labour Party. 

    The most immediate concern of the principal parties was the recruitment of candidates, for thoughts of a Parliamentary career had faded from the aspirations of all but the most ambitious potential politicians. For the Conservatives, there would be no insurmountable problem, for this was the party of tradition, privilege and reward, and candidates would be found from the political families and those of social ambition. But the Labour Party was acutely conscious that it must break away from its old motivations – unemployment, low wages and slum-clearance – and find younger candidates to proclaim the new: social security, education, health services and environmental planning. These were unlikely to be found amongst the veterans of the trade union movement and the Spanish civil war. 

    Some potential Labour candidates were ready, having fought in the pre-war general election. These, together with newly-recruited candidates, would, if they were serving with the armed forces, be given leave to attend the party conference, which was to be held at Blackpool during the third week in May. Many returned from overseas, amongst them Captain Michael Stewart, aged thirty-eight, who had been in the Middle East for three years: after his failure in the 1935 general election, he had been adopted as candidate for East Fulham in 1936. 

    On returning to his constituency, Stewart found less of the demand for change that he had seen in the Army, but he did find a new-found self-confidence. In the local Labour Party branch there were some three hundred members, mostly middle-aged or elderly, but Fulham borough council had been won by Labour eleven years before, its councillors had been prominent in war-time civil defence and were popular. Labour had proved itself to be competent in office. 

    Another candidate with experience of political campaigning was twenty-nine-year-old Major Christopher Mayhew, who had unsuccessfully contested South Norfolk for Labour in 1935. He was now in Germany engaged in recovering agents of the Special Operations Executive, who had been operating behind the enemy lines, and this work was now complete. Mayhew was not optimistic over Labour’s chances of victory but, as a man of enthusiasm and ability on the right wing of the party, was taken up by Hugh Dalton, who then seemed a possible future Foreign Secretary, and prided himself on his ability to pick young men of political talent. 

    Another to catch Dalton’s eyes was Major Woodrow Wyatt, who had already been adopted as candidate for the Aston division of Birmingham while on leave from Belgium in the autumn of 1944. An ambitious young man of twenty-six, he had not only enjoyed life in the Army but, since most of the soldiers seemed to agree with all the Labour policies which would lead to the ‘welfare state’, the thought of leading them in peace, as in war, appealed to him. Having himself benefited from a prosperous family background and a public school education, he was conscious of, and embarrassed by, his privileges and wanted to share them. At the beginning of 1945, Wyatt was serving in India and quickly became convinced of the urgency in granting its independence. On his return to England, he was surprised to find himself more radical than the supposed radicals of the party. Being introduced to Aneurin Bevan, he expected his own views on Indian independence to meet with a warm response and was amazed when the reply was that as the Indians had been unable to liberate themselves from our rule there was no need for us to do this for them, when there were so many more pressing problems demanding attention. 

    Other Labour candidates were adopted when they happened to return on leave, as did Flying Officer Harold Lever, aged thirty-one, to his native Manchester. In the RAF Regiment, which had been raised during the war, he had become convinced of the certainty of a Labour victory. ‘It is obvious we are going to win – a Brave New World is coming,’ he said. So he was surprised and saddened on his return home to find no such expectations: nobody seemed to expect an independent majority for Labour and hoped, at best, for enough votes to form the basis of a left-of-centre coalition agains the Tories. When he told friends in the city’s Labour Party, ‘It’s going to be a walk-over for us’, he was told that he was wildly over-optimistic. In Manchester, he felt, potential Labour supporters had yet to recognize their own new-found self-confidence; that the pre-war habit of the working class to feel that the better-educated Tories were best able to govern, and to touch their forelocks to their social superiors, had not been overcome. 

    So, to the party organizers’ amazement, Lever asked if he could become a candidate for a Manchester constituency. ‘I want to stand in my own town to take part in this famous victory,’ he told them. He was offered the Exchange Division – the only one without an adopted candidate – and accepted it with delight, although the constituency could claim only forty members of the Labour Party. 

    Some candidates found themselves in politics almost by chance. One such was Major John Freeman, a forceful and efficient brigade major of a motorized infantry brigade with the 7th Armoured Division, who had been in action almost continually from the landings in Normandy to the end of the campaign. At thirty, his opinions were mildly radical but had been sharpened when a visit to Belsen concentration camp ‘changed my view of the world’, as he put it, just as it had changed Mervyn Peake’s, although two more different men would have been hard to find. 

    At the Staff College, earlier in the war, Freeman had been introduced to socialist ideas by a clever but unpredictable young officer named Raymond Blackburn, who had already been noticed by Hugh Dalton, to whom Freeman was subsequently introduced. Soon after the end of the war in Europe, when he was earmarked for an important staff appointment with the occupation forces in Germany, he received a message from Dalton, inviting him to stand as a Labour Candidate. ‘He told me that Labour might win the general election but was short of candidates with war records’, he recalled later. ‘The idea that I should stand seemed absurd, but I was flattered and seduced by the idea. So I replied that, although I did not want to go into Parlianment, I would gladly fight the election if it would help. I was a total innocent in politics.’ 

    Although he was well aware of the growth of radical opinion in the Army and expected Labour to win the general election, it never occurred to him that he might win at Watford and become its Member of Parliament, because if was regarded as a safe Conservative seat with an electorate composed mostly of prosperous artisans, many of them well-paid printers, who had traditionally voted Tory. The campaign would, for him, be no more than an interesting interlude and a convenient means of achieving early demobilization from the Army. 

    Although they could only hope to field half the number of candidates as the two main parties, the Liberals, too, were looking for recruits. One of these was Lieutenant Brian Connell. The commanding officer of his commando unit was a Liberal, who, when adopted as a Parliamentary candidate, urged Connell to join him. The party’s organization had crumbled away during the past decade, he said, and zealous young candidates were urgently needed. Feeling that ‘we all needed a new political start’, Connell agreed and was chosen as candidate for Bolton in Lancashire, now held by the Tories but formerly a Liberal stronghold. 

    While he, as a Liberal, would fight for the same sort of reforms as the Labour Party – and, indeed, as, in a much diluted form, the Conservatives – Connell saw that, in an early general election, he would enjoy two distinct advantages. One was that the author of the holy writ of the Beveridge Report was himself a Liberal. The other was that the new classlessness was surely best represented by the Liberals than by the traditional parties of management and labour. So he took to the unfamiliar environment of an industrial city with gusto, stimulated by meeting potential supporters who varied in type and attitude between the thoughtful factory-worker, who was not drawn to outright socialism, and the Liberal lady who suggested to him that, as their candidate, it would be more appropriate if he did not wear suede shoes. 

    Although the political wind was blowing, all the party leaders hung back from a trial of strength. Churchill’s proposal to postpone the general election until the final end of the war was therefore supported by both Attlee and Sir Alexander Sinclair, the Liberal leader, until the first gale-warning was heard and this came from Blackpool, the Lancashire seaside resort of industrial workers, where the Labour Party was holding its first conference since 1939. 

    Here, for the first time, the young lions of socialism were heard to roar. As many Parliamentary candidates as possible attended and older delegates, accustomed to listening to a succession of trade union leaders and Fabian intellectuals, were surprised and thrilled by the dynamic young men in uniform – usually officers – who followed each other to the microphones. In its report on the conference, Picture Post spread across a page a photograph of a lean, dark-haired young Army officer on the rostrum, giving it the caption, ‘Representative of Labour’s Young Men, Major Healey makes a passionate speech. He has just flown back from Italy. “The struggle for Socialism in Europe,” he says, “has been hard, cruel, bitter and bloody … After paying this price, our comrades won’t let go.” ’ 

    Denis Healey, then aged twenty-seven, had been a member of the Communist Party and, although he had resigned in 1939 out of disgust for the alliance between Stalin and Hitler, the thrust of his political views had moderated little. As a staff officer during the Italian campaign, he had been as inspired by the courage of the partisans in Italy and Yugoslavia as he had been disgusted by the haute-bourgeoisie that had supported the fascists. ‘In Italy the ruling classes were terribly decadent,’ he remembered. ‘I remember one contessa I came across who regularly drugged her child to keep it quiet. On the other hand, the war seemed to have liberated the virtues of ordinary people.’ 

    So inspired, Major Healey made a speech that was the sensation of the conference in the passion of its delivery and the violence of its language. 

    ‘The socialist revolution has already begun in Europe and is already firmly established in many countries in eastern and southern Europe,’ he cried. ‘The crucial principle of our own foreign policy should be to protect, assist, encourage and aid in every way that socialist revolution wherever it appears. 

    ‘The Labour Party must be extremely alert and vigilant in judging its friends and enemies in Europe. It is quite easy for a person like myself, who has spent the last three years in Europe, to tell who are our friends and who are our enemies. The upper classes in every country are selfish, depraved, dissolute and decadent. These upper classes in every country look to the British Army and the British people to protect them against the just wrath of the people who have been fighting underground against them for the past four years. We must see that that does not happen. There is a very great danger, unless we are very careful, that we shall find ourselves running with the Red Flag in front of the armoured cars of Tory imperialism and counter-revolution, very much as in the early days of the motor car a man ran with a red flag in front of the first automobiles. 

    ‘The struggle for socialism in Europe has not been like the struggle for socialism in Great Britain. During the last five years, it has been hard, cruel, bitter, merciless and bloody … We may think, when occasionally facts are brought to our notice, that our comrades on the Continent are being extremist, that there is a danger of a dictatorship of the Left wing being set up … But if the Labour movement in Europe finds it necessary to introduce a greater degree of police supervision and more immediate and drastic punishment for their opponents than we in this country would be prepared to tolerate, we must be prepared to understand their point of view.’ 

    This was received with rapture. Amongst those who heard it was another young major, John Freeman, and he, who was also to impress the conference with a speech, felt the excitement and lure of the call to the Left. ‘I was very innocent,’ he said later. ‘I was impressed by both Bevin and Bevan – but I hardly understood the differences in their views. At that time, the definition of Left or Right depended mostly on how much you praised the Red Army. So Denis Healey seemed a very powerful Left-wing speaker.’ 

    Echoes of these battle-cries resounded through the country, relayed, primarily, through sympathetic journalists. The thrill of forgotten political pleasures ran through the Hulton Press so that even I, too young to vote, was aware of it. The suave Maurice Edelman, who had been a Picture Post correspondent in North Africa, was in Blackpool to report the conference. When it ended, he found himself talking with a group of young socialists from Coventry and, when they told him that they were looking for a candidate, he impulsively asked, ‘What about me?’ and was at once adopted. 

    In the Leader office, Tom Driberg, the columnist and predatory homosexual who was now writing ‘profiles’ for the magazine had been Independent Member of Parliament for Maldon in Essex since 1942; now he switched his allegiance to Labour. Such radical sophisticates as these hurried to catch the tide. 

    There was now no prospect of the general election being delayed much longer. Attlee, and even the cautious Bevin, were now convinced that the coalition must end but, even so, offered to continue with it until October. Churchill refused, saying that it would be better to hold the election as soon as possible, which would mean early in July. Therefore, on 23rd May, he resigned, ending the five-year rule of the National Government, and the first general election campaign for ten years began. 

    Forecasts of the result were extraordinarily disparate. While many felt certain that Labour would make some gains against the Tories, relatively few seemed to judge the strength of the current in the radical tide with accuracy. For a start, it was unthinkable that Churchill, the national hero, might have lost the confidence of the nation. 

    Churchill himself was convinced he would win comfortably, but when the campaign began, an early warning came from his doctor, Charles Moran, who told him just before his resignation, ‘There’s pretty universal gratitude to you and there’s a notion that you aren’t very keen on this Brave New World business.’ Even Harold Nicolson, who prided himself on his acute ear for political whispers, shared the confusion; when the campaign had been in full spate for a fortnight, writing, ‘I do not think that any party has any clear idea of how the election will run. The Labour people seem to think that the Tories will come back with a majority of between fifty and a hundred and fifty. The Tories feel that the Forces will all vote for Labour and that there may be a landslide towards the Left. They say that the Daily Mirror is responsible for this, having pandered to the men in the ranks and given them a general distrust of authority.’ 

    Curiously, opinion polls, which were later to play so crucial a part in election campaigns, were so little regarded that the political columnist Michael Foot, who was not optimistic over Labour’s chances of victory, was to forget that any had been taken. However, on 18th June, a Gallup poll showed that forty-five per cent of those questioned said that they would vote Labour; thirty-two per cent for the Conservatives and fifteen per cent for the Liberals. Opinion seemed to have swung even more decisively in the armed forces for, at the same time, the Leader reported that ‘some people think the interest in politics officially fostered by the education departments of the three Services will mean a swing to the Left. Such a view was encouraged by a straw vote held in Cairo last year. The result was: Labour, 119; Common Wealth [the short-lived Left-of-centre party], 55; Liberal, 38; Conservative, 17.’ 

    But such signs were often disregarded, particularly by foreign observers, who assumed that the victorious Churchill would remain inviolate. The Washington Post proclaimed, when he resigned, that, ‘If an election is held in July, there is no doubt that the result would be a great triumph for Churchill and his party.’ Even Don Cook, of the New York Herald Tribune, one of about fifty American correspondents in London and amongst the half-dozen who regularly entertained leading British politicians for off-the-record discussions, reported early in July that ‘political leaders were agreed that Prime Minister Churchill will be returned to power’, he himself considering that Labour was ‘biting off more than it can chew in one campaign.’ 

    Amongst the candidates themselves, opinion was as mixed. Of those mentioned, only two expected an overwhelming Labour victory: Harold Lever and Peter Thorneycroft. Most expected a narrow win by one side or the other, or simply could not commit themselves to an opinion. Thorneycroft was one of the few to believe that the Tories had lost the campaign before it started. ‘The wheel of politics had been turning unseen,’ he said later. ‘So the change in attitudes had already taken place. All the talk – particularly in the Army – was of reform and the need for a fresh start. Even amongst the young Tories there was this demand for a more radical approach to social services. So, in the absence of any new thinking by our leadership, it was obvious that we would not win.’ 

    Thorneycroft felt that Fleet Street was following public opinion as much as leading it, but amongst political journalists there were no such doubts. The battle lines were drawn up as expected, with the Daily Express as the champion of the Tories, opening the struggle with both battle-axe, stiletto and poison. 

    Everybody expected Lord Beaverbrook, as Churchill’s most vigorous propagandist, to campaign fiercely but his lack of scruple dismayed even his friends. When Attlee claimed that Labour ‘most nearly reflected the main streams of national life’, the Express published the report under the headline ‘the national socialists’, suggesting some affinity between Labour and the Nazis. Another headline, typical of this policy, ran, ‘socialists decide they have lost’. 

    But the greatest gift to Beaverbrook’s campaign of innuendo was Professor Harold Laski of the London School of Economics, who was Chairman of the Labour Party’s National Executive. Laski not only had a foreign-sounding name, but was physically meagre and, with his little Hitlerian moustache and wire-rimmed spectacles, was easy to caricature; also, he was indiscreet. Michael Stewart, who lived near Laski in Fulham and knew him well, found him a stimulating and entertaining talker but not so effective in debate. His enthusiasms were likely to upset his judgement, so that it was only a matter of time before he ran headlong on to Beaverbrook’s stiletto. 

    During the election campaign it was announced that after polling day, which was to be 5th July, there would have to be a three-week delay before the result could be declared because four and a half million electors were in the forces and the votes from those serving overseas had to be collected. During this time there was to be another conference of ‘The Big Three’ to discuss the future of Germany and, because of the uncertainty of both their futures, Churchill and Attlee would both attend the opening of the meeting, return to London for the verdict and one only would then resume his place with Stalin and President Truman, a political variation of the duellists’ ‘Pistols for two, coffee for one.’ At this, Harold Laski announced that he, as the party’s chairman, should attend the conference, too, as an observer but would not feel that Labour was bound to support its decisions. 

    Beaverbrook sprang. This Laski was a political commissar, watching the elected politicians, ready to override their policies with those dictated by secret socialist committees. From this it was an easy step to imply that Laski would preside over a future Gestapo that would dominate a socialist Britain and strangle its political freedom. This Churchill did in a speech warning of a threat against ‘the right of the ordinary man and woman to breathe freely without a harsh, clumsy, tyrannical hand clapped across face and nostrils.’ 

    Laski himself made matters worse by his incautious choice of words that became a gift to the Daily Express, always looking out for some new means to pillory what it called ‘This Man Laski’. When a Tory columnist, James Wentworth Day, asked a hypothetical question about Labour’s likely response to the obstruction of its future policies, he replied, ‘We shall have to use force, even if it means revolution.’ This was therefore presented across the newspaper’s front page beneath the headline, ‘Socialism even if it means violence’. But the electorate could not take the threat of Harold Laski, or Beaverbrook’s campaign against him, seriously. 

    It was not, however, the Daily Mirror with which the Express found itself faced in a duel of slander but the more staid Daily Herald, which, fearing that Beaverbrook’s propaganda would be effective, turned on him the same lurid light that he threw upon Laski. He was presented as Churchill’s evil genius and even his friend Michael Foot described him as ‘a neolithic monster’ with a caricature to illustrate the point. In its headlines, the Herald distorted as grotesquely as its rival. Realizing that the Spanish civil war, and the victory of General Franco with German and Italian support, was still a subject for passionate emotion amongst older socialists, the newspaper seized on a report that the dictator was hoping for eventual cooperation with the victorious allies. Then, recalling some innocuous remarks made by Churchill, a year before, in which he suggested that in due course Spain might once again become ‘a strong influence in the Mediterranean’, they linked and slanted the new and old reports beneath a front-page headline, ‘A vote for churchill is a vote for franco’. But there is no evidence that either newspaper’s ferocity had any influence upon the way the electorate was about to vote. That was left to the Daily Mirror. 

    Although it was almost universally regarded as ‘a rag’ of unspeakable vulgarity by the middle-class readers of the Daily Telegraph, the Daily Mirror fought its election campaign with subtlety and sophistication. This came as a surprise even to other journalists, who saw the inner caucus of Mirror journalists, dominated by the hard-drinking, sometimes boorish, Harry Guy Bartholomew, in El Vino’s. This was both because they identified with their readers and had, for a decade, cultivated a close relationship with them through the correspondence columns and because, they had the technical skill. 

    Although a natural socialist and proud of his ‘gut reaction’ to issues of the day, ‘Bart’ was, by training, a pictorial journalist and saw the presentation of news and comment in simple, bold, visual terms. There was also direct experience of advertising techniques in the group; Philip Zec, the political cartoonist, had worked in an advertising agency. 

    Driven by the same urges as Bart, Philip Zec spanned the emotional and professional aspects of newspaper presentation. So he was the obvious choice as advisor to the Labour Party on the forthcoming campaign. This was being directed by Herbert Morrison, the wartime Home Secretary, the sharp-witted London politician with ambitions to replace Attlee as the leader of their party. Morrison showed his plans for publicity to Zec, who dismissed them as ‘a lot of old-fashioned, trade union rubbish.’ 

    Promising to produce ideas of his own, Zec returned to the policy meetings at the bar of ‘the branch office’ and discussed the campaign with Bart. ‘The only people I give a damn about,’ said the chairman, ‘are those who are doing the fighting.’ That’s it,’ cried Zec, ‘Let’s just say, “Vote for Him!” ’ And so was born the devastatingly effective propaganda campaign fought by the Daily Mirror on behalf of the Labour Party, which was itself seldom mentioned by name. 

    Zec returned to his studio and made rough drawings for a series of strip cartoons in each of which was an idealized soldier, sailor or airman, drawn with a bold line and, with his square jaw and broad shoulders, a more human version of the romanticized worker familiar in the propaganda of both communists and fascists. He represented an elector in the forces, who was serving too far away to vote, was voting by proxy or, being overseas, could vote but was not in touch with the issues of the campaign. In one sequence of drawings, a burly air gunner is saying, ‘We’re all agreed there’s changes needed. So it’s up to you to vote and do it for us!’ In the editorials there was constant criticism of past Tory policies but no direct exhortation to support Labour. Instead, just the boldest type commanding, ‘VOTE FOR HIM!’ 

    In any other context, this slogan could seem to refer to Churchill. Only Londoners had been able to cheer the great war leader on VE-Day so now, as he toured the country – first to his own constituency at Woodford in Essex – the huge, cheering crowds that gathered to greet him seemed to ensure a massive vote of confidence in his continuing rule. Yet, as the campaign progressed, criticism of his conduct of it began to rise. Vita Sackville-West, wrote to her husband Harold Nicolson, ‘You know I have the greatest admiration for Winston amounting to idolatry, so I am dreadfully distressed by the badness of his election speeches. What has gone wrong with him? They are confused, woolly, unconstructive and so wordy that it is impossible to pick out any concrete impression from them.’ 

    Churchill himself was conscious of this and confided to Moran, his doctor, ‘I am worried about this damned election. I have no message for them now.’ Then he added, ‘I feel very lonely without a war.’ On the other hand, his opponent, Clement Attlee, so long dismissed as being dull and dry – ‘a sheep dressed in a sheep’s clothing’, it was joked – came into his own and, at the beginning of June, Lord Moran noted, ‘Attlee, the “poor Clem” of the war years, did his piece tonight and did it well. Perhaps his years in Bermondsey have brought home to him that politics are more than a game. At any rate, as I listened, it became plain that one ounce of Gladstone’s moral fervour was worth a ton of skilled invective. It is clear that the PM is on the wrong tack …’ 

    In his Fulham constituency, Michael Stewart found Churchill applauded for his wartime leadership, but dismissed as unsuitable for peace and reform. This attitude he saw summed up in a cartoon by Low, in which a working-class housewife looks admiringly at the great man and says, ‘Ain’t he lovely – breaks my heart to listen to him.’ Attlee, on the other hand, was, Stewart found, generally considered to be ‘impressive in a quiet way’ and Herbert Morrison, who was an effective orator, was welcomed by his fellow-Londoners, particularly when his ambitions to lead the party were ended by his old rival Ernest Bevin and he dutifully fell into line. 

    After an initial, crowded rally in Fulham town hall, Stewart’s meetings were not large but he sensed a quiet but cheerful confidence that encouraged his own optimism. In South Norfolk, on the other hand, Christopher Mayhew did not expect to win, despite a vigorous campaign in which he was always introduced as ‘Major Mayhew’, and he echoed the Daily Mirror’s, campaign with his own slogan, ‘I speak for Them.’ In Birmingham, Woodrow Wyatt was dismayed to find how many in the vast crowds that gathered to cheer Churchill on a campaigning visit to the city did not connect him with the Conservative Party and assumed he would remain Prime Minister in a future Labour government. 

    When Churchill visited Manchester, Harold Lever noticed that in the centre of the city he drew vast and enthusiastic crowds ‘delighted by his swashbuckling figure’ but in the working-class residential areas his reception was cool. The mood of the people was changing, he thought, and, at each of the twenty crowded meetings he held in the three weeks of the campaign, Lever took care to praise Churchill’s wartime leadership, then adding quietly, ‘but there were a number of others – a few others who had something to do with winning the war.’ This, he found, ‘always brough the house down, because people had been waiting to hear someone dare to say this.’ 

    This warm response to the Labour campaign in Manchester was due in part to the city’s suffering under air attack without adequate defences. ‘People blamed the Conservatives for this,’ said Lever. ‘The Chamberlain government had played with the Nazi villains and neglected the defence of their own country – particularly of the Lancashire industrial towns. That was the view of many working-class people who had once voted Tory because they expected them to be wiser and more influential than their own sort. But increasing self-confidence and disillusion with the they-know-best theory combined to produce the feeling that ‘They got us into the war – but we won it.” There was no bitterness, just a solid change in attitude.’ 

    In Watford, John Freeman began his campaign in a state of ‘sheer fear’, finding the making of each speech ‘like an exam’. ‘I was blithely optimistic’, he said later. ‘So I worked at my campaigning and eventually became quite good at it.’ His reading of the public mood confirmed his beliefs that the Labour Party would win the election but that he could not hope to succeed at Watford. 

    In Bolton, on the other hand, Brian Connell fought for the Liberals with high expectations. Borrowing several loud-hailers, he and his canvassers seemed to be making the running in the campaign, supported by the Liberal tradition and funds raised by local businessmen. Touring in a loudspeaker car, they covered every street in the constituency and seemed welcome everywhere, even outside factory gates where Labour supporters seemed to regard them as ‘amiable, harmless eccentrics.’ He found service in the forces had been a great levelling influence and this, combined with the Liberals’ natural classlessness and their claim to the allegiance of the prophet Beveridge, gave him high hopes. 

    Sir William Beveridge, who had himself been elected Liberal member for Berwick-on Tweed in 1944, was on tour, declaring that, had there been three Liberal ministers in the War Cabinet, his plan for social insurance would already be law. ‘The Conservatives are fighting this election not on their programme at all but on the popularity of Mr Churchill and on the argument that you must vote not only for Mr Churchill but all his supporters so that he may finish the job of the Japanese war,’ he declared. 

    But the state of Churchill’s own popularity was at last being seen for exactly what it was: his own and not that of his party. At the end of June, he finished an election tour of the Midlands, the North and Scotland and Don Cook, who had accompanied him, reported in the Herald Tribune that his ‘personal triumph … has been complete, but whether the Conservative Party victory in the polling will be as substantial remains to be seen.’ Churchill himself had by now sensed that the cheers were often for him alone and, in Glasgow, he had told the crowd, ‘It’s no use people saying you can vote for the Liberals and for Labour and the old man will be in it anyhow.’ 

    It was not until 3rd July – two days before polling – that Cook saw an expression of the opinions which were so often hidden by Churchill’s personal popularity. He had accompanied him on a tour through the poorest districts of the East End of London to a major rally and that night reported to New York: ‘Boisterous booing and unrelenting hecklers in a crowd of about 25,000 all but shouted Prime Minister Churchill down tonight in what had been billed by the Conservative Party as the climactic speech of the British election campaign. 

    ‘Organized chants of “We want Labour”, booing that almost never let up, catcalls and yells of, “What about jobs?” and “What about houses?” finally drove the Prime Minister to cut off after only thirty minutes of actual speaking time a speech that had been expected to run one hour at a Conservative Party rally at Walthamstow Stadium in the East End of London.’ 

    At first, he had tried to humour the crowd with, ‘Now then, another two minutes for booing, if you like. Get it off your chests.’ When this was of no avail, he angrily hectored the ‘socialist wool-gatherers’ for their ‘idiotic idealism, philosophic dreaming of Utopian worlds which never will be seen except with improvements in the human heart and head … This exhibition shows very clearly the Labour Party’s idea of free speech … Vote against them. They’ll get the soundest trouncing they’ve had since the party was born.’ Then he sat down with a flushed face. 

    ‘His success was even less as he wound back through the East End along an announced route, stopping at three points to talk from his open car,’ Cook continued. ‘Churchill, for the most part, was reduced to asserting at every stop that the right to heckle was one of the rights of free speech, while the crowds took every advantage of their right.’ 

    There were some to whom this scene was shocking but not surprising. At Stafford, Peter Thorneycroft saw, understood and accepted that Churchill could not win: ‘He fought the campaign badly, he was out of context and he could not attack anybody as he would have wished, so he was in a no-win position,’ he said. Also his own Conservative majority might be slipping away. As one of the more reflective Members of Parliament, he saw that the nation wanted a fresh start and, for a time at least, a more radical approach. ‘But young men like me were looking to a distant future,’ he said later. ‘So we were not dismayed by the prospect.’ 

    Even Churchill’s apparent triumphs at the beginning of the campaign had not misled a young London journalist, John Thompson, then on the staff of the Evening Standard’s ‘Londoners Diary’, which had established a reputation for keeping a light but sensitive finger on social and political pulses. ‘Churchill was given a wonderful reception at first, so deluding him,’ he later recalled. ‘But people had had enough of world power and there was a longing for a return to domesticity. The old reverence for social class had been finished by the war. This had been helped by the presence of the Americans: everyone had seen how an ordinary American soldier would wander into the smartest restaurant, if he felt like it, quite undaunted. The British Empire was still there but not much thought about. Even before the end of the war in Europe I thought that the Empire was finished because we could no longer afford it – but, in this, I was in a minority.’ Thompson’s former editor, Michael Foot, shared his outlook. He wrote that Churchill had ‘revived every trick of the electoral game, mobilized every engine of publicity and beat the patriotic drum in the Conservative cause. But somehow the performance looked old-fashioned and fustian.’ 

    As the smoke cleared, Churchill himself was confident of victory, although with a reduced majority; the estimates given to him gradually sank to one of a hundred, but no less. The Labour leadership was no more confident for, as the Leader reported, ‘The Labour Party is particularly tormented by doubts about its conduct of the election … some of its members only talk about the Party being “out-manoeuvred.” Conservatives are as confident in private as in public.’ There were predictions of a close finish as ‘politicians who still believe it will be a close thing, talk airily about another election in a year or two.’ 

    On polling day, 5th July, the Daily Express ran a bold headline across its front page announcing, ‘WE ARE WINNING’ and quoted Churchill as saying to the electorate, ‘I feel it in my bones that you are going to send me back with a great majority.’ 

    The meeting of ‘The Big Three’ was to be held at Potsdam outside Berlin, beginning on 17th July, twelve days after the election and ten before the announcement of the result. Before flying to Germany, Churchill spent ten days on holiday at Hendaye in south-western France, but he was restless and unhappy, telling Dr Moran, ‘I shall be only half the man until the result of the poll.’ 

    Another Parliamentary candidate who expected to be going to Berlin was Major Freeman. He had surprised himself by enjoying the campaign, both in discovering his own ability to communicate and by the praise that his new-found gift for oratory had increasingly commanded since he first spoke at the Blackpool conference in May. But he still did not expect to win at Watford, so it was with relief that he heard that his next Army appointment was to be one of the most interesting open to an officer of his rank. At last, the final difficulties with the Russians over the division of Berlin into four zones had been solved by Britain agreeing to give France two of the six districts allocated to them. Two days before polling day, the Allies had followed their advance parties into the ruined city. The four-power administration was to be controlled by a Kommandatura and Freeman was to become its British secretary. 

    In Britain, three uneasy weeks in limbo now began in which doubts continued in both political camps. The Daily Express suddenly sounded more cautious, proclaiming only that ‘there are reasons for expecting and hoping that Mr Churchill and his supporters will be returned to power.’ Even Aneurin Bevan seemed to lose a little of his confidence in having to invoke the exhortation of Danton, crying, ‘The watchword for Labour, therefore, is audacity. Audacity, whether we are in office or in opposition. Audacity if we are in opposition because, if not, we shall never get power. Audacity if we get a majority because, if not, we shan’t keep it.’ 

    As a reaffirmation of democratic practice, the election had not been edifying. The Economist charged that ‘not only has there been an almost complete failure to clarify issues, but there has been a determination to evade them … In the constituencies, a large part of the blame must unquestionably be put upon the Labour and Communist parties. It is becoming almost a rule now, especially in urban areas, that Labour meetings are orderly, but that Labour hecklers do their best to prevent free speech at Conservative, and often at Liberal meetings … But on the national stage, in the newspapers and on the wireless, the roles have been reversed. Here the Labour Party has conducted its campaign with great dignity and good feeling, while the Conservatives have resorted to stunts, red herrings and unfair practices.’ 

    Although, the political villains on the Labour side were mostly the agitators in the shadows, there was no doubt as to where the blame lay amongst the Conservatives. It was Lord Beaverbrook, who had over-reached himself in his zeal: it was his judgement as much as his lack of scruple that was blamed. His editors, as his friend Bevan believed, ‘persuaded themselves that when they wrote Churchill into their headlines they wrote him on the people’s hearts.’ As tempers and the political temperature cooled and the wait for the result began, Beaverbrook himself, feeling as lost without the stimulus of action as was Churchill, said sadly, ‘Now that the European war is over, nobody’s loving anybody any more.’ 

    It was a year for omens, or, perhaps, it was to seem so with hindsight, but the event which would have distracted attention from speculation over the result of the general election, and might have been seen as a portent, was kept out of the news by wartime censorship – for, of course, the war continued in the Far East. On the morning of Saturday, 28th July, the city of New York was beginning another weekend. Life there, as in all the United States, had continued pleasantly and without interruption by the violence that raged elsewhere; there, the ordeals were long absences of menfolk, occasional bereavement and a few shortages of consumer goods. For New York, the world at war had been as far out into the Atlantic as a submarine could cruise at periscope depth. 

    As New Yorkers read assessments of the British political scene in their newspapers, the morning was foggy and the skyscrapers were topless towers in the murk. At about a quarter to ten, the drone of aero-engines was heard – to a European ear it would have sounded like the two-engined bomber it was; a Mitchell B25. Its sound, low and in fog, caused the sudden alarm that such noise had been generating in Europe since the summer of 1940. Then came the explosion. 

    The bomber pilot, blinded by fog, had crashed into the Empire State Building. It struck between the seventy-eighth and seventy-ninth floors, burst through offices and crashed into the north bank of elevators. The rumour that elevators packed with screaming citizens had plunged more than eighty storeys to the basement at once became part of New York mythology. No one died in this way; but thirteen had been killed. 

    Fears, made enjoyable by the apparent impossibility of their coming to pass, had often involved those skyscrapers, which by seeming to defy the natural order, had come to symbolize the realization of American hopes. When they had been threatened, it had only been in films like King Kong, The War of the Worlds and The Shape of Things to Come. Now it had happened: hard reality in the form of a bombing aircraft had collided with the ultimate expression of American success. The disaster became a punctuation mark in history, if only because the predominance of the United States in the world outside could be seen to have started at that time. 

   





   

      

    Chapter Six 

      

    It was a hot July, the flight from Paris to Berlin would last more than four hours and the Dakota dipped and swayed in the turbulence a few thousand feet above the abandoned battlefields. The passengers, seated on the hard, inward-facing bench-seats down either side of the aircraft tried to doze, felt queasy and occasionally twisted round to peer down through the scratched Perspex windows. 

    Below, Europe looked still and, if not dead, stunned. Roads empty but for an occasional horse-drawn cart, or line of military trucks; farmland seeming deserted when seen from this height, yet marked here and there by a crashed bomber or, near some crossroads or railway bridge, clusters of bomb-craters. Villages and small towns appeared lifeless, with odd buildings, or blocks of houses, blown apart into an untidy heap of bricks and beams. Now and again, a passenger would nudge his neighbour, nod downwards and we would all crane round to stare at a devastated city and speculate as to its identity. But our imaginations were already ahead of us because we were, at long last, bound for the enemy’s capital city. 

    For a decade, Berlin had been at the heart of the mythology in which my generation had grown from childhood to the age of conscription. It had been imprinted upon us as a city of uttermost evil that might have been described in Pilgrim’s Progress as a place not just to be avoided but destroyed. This had been Hitler’s lair and it was from there that we had heard his harsh, ranting voice threatening us as we stood, silently and with apprehension, around the wireless-sets in familiar English rooms. 

    Later, hearing the BBC news-reader announce that British or American bombers had been over Berlin, I had marvelled that any had survived for it almost seemed that, over that city, there were more perils than flak and night-fighters. Guy Byam had been killed over Berlin: the Bunyanesque imagery lingering, for his looks recalled a Victorian illustrator’s portrait of Christian’s doomed companion, Faithful. There were no views or buildings that I knew from photographs and might identify; just the memory of long swastika banners rippling from balconies, streets and squares filled with helmets and upstretched arms and the presence of the man who had brought Europe to ruin. 

    Since the Russians had captured Berlin at the end of April, little news had emerged from the city. During the fighting, a few Americans, far ahead of their army, had briefly entered the city and later described scenes of horror – a burning ruin alive with fighting soldiers – that recalled sack and slaughter on a medieval scale imagined during history lessons. A small party of British and American staff officers from Supreme Headquarters had accompanied Eisenhower to Berlin for a few hours when the German surrender was formally ratified. Little had been reported after that visit, beyond there being devastation beyond belief. 

    There had been bewilderment over Russian intransigence in imposing delay after delay in admitting their allies to the capital. That this was more than muddle and bureaucracy in the Russian administration and the difficulty over allocating a sector of the city to the French, became apparent later. There were three other reasons for Russian obstruction: to delay admission until British and American forces had been withdrawn from all areas assigned to the Russians; to remove as much of the surviving industrial plant as possible and send it to Russia, rather than consign it to a common stock for eventual reparations; to restore some form of order to the city after the orgy of rape and looting that had followed its fall. 

    The unreality surrounding our destination was heightened by worrying talk amongst the crew of the Dakota. They had been studying maps before take-off, concerned about our route; particularly they wanted to make certain that our course took us over a certain German town occupied by the Americans for it would be from that point that we would fly due east to Berlin. They seemed worried and explained that if we strayed from that course by even a mile or so, we ran the risk of being shot down. By whom? By the Russians, they replied. 

    This was shocking. The Russians were our allies, whom we had helped at such cost (I remembered those former school-friends, pale and nervous on return from convoys to Murmansk). In all those photographs of them in Picture Post they had looked such noble people; almost too good to be true. The thought that they might fire upon their friends as we flew to meet them in the capital of the enemy we had both defeated was unthinkable. It must be a misunderstanding, I decided, and an absurd one at that. 

    Pressure on the eardrums and a changing note of the Dakota’s engines warned that we were descending and must be nearly there. The turbulence of the hot air increased and we fastened our safety-belts for landing. There was also a smell. It was a heavy sweet smell of corruption. Twisting in my seat, I looked down and saw, stretching away into the hazy distance, the ruins of a city, at one thousand feet above the ground we could smell Berlin. 

    Then, with wheels and flaps down, the Dakota was skimming past windows – empty rectangles in tall facades with nothing beyond – and touched down on the grass of Tempelhof airport. The door was flung open and there in the sunshine were the Russians. They did not look much like the photographs in Picture Post. They were squat, often-bowlegged, with flat Mongolian features. They wore rough, dirty tunics of material like sailcloth, drawn in by a leather belt, baggy breeches and dusty boots. Their officers were more smartly dressed, often with rows of medals on the breast, and they, together with the women soldiers, who were directing traffic, seemed of a more European cast. They looked neither friendly nor hostile; just different and indifferent. 

    Having travelled from Paris I was to stay in the American sector to which I and several American correspondents, also aboard the Dakota, must make our way. There was no transport but a United States Army sergeant appeared in a jeep and offered to take as many as could climb aboard to the suburb where we were to be billeted. Fourteen of us clambered on to the jeep – I sat on the bonnet with my feet on the bumper – so that the sergeant had to lean out to see his way, while we shouted directions to turn left, right or stop. There was little danger as those roads which had been cleared of rubble were empty but for the occasional Russian lorry, or horse-drawn cart, and we entered Berlin. 

    It was more terrible than could have been imagined. The devastation was worse than in any other city if only because this one was bigger and had been subjected to more bombardment from the air and from artillery and then subjected to intense street-fighting. Later, I tried, and failed, to convey the scale of it by asking friends to imagine a journey from Chelsea to White-chapel through nothing but ruins. They seemed eternal: dunes of rubble stretching away amongst towering and tottering walls of tall buildings eviscerated by fire. Main roads had been cleared, their sides embanked with rough walls of broken bricks beyond which rose steep screes of broken masonry, pitted cliffs of ornate facades and, here and there, bared steel girders like warped climbing-frames in a children’s playground. 

    Lines of women, pale, thin and dressed in shabby, dusty clothes, were passing broken bricks from hand to hand and stacking them in these barriers to hold back avalanches of rubble and plaster. Later, I was told that they worked a ten-hour day for a pittance, but without work there were no rations for them, in the Russian sector at least. There were no shovels either which was why they were picking up the remains of their capital with their hands. Sometimes we passed other lines of women carrying buckets, waiting outside the less-ruined buildings, where Allied troops had already been billeted, in the hope of being given a swill of left-overs after the soldiers had eaten. 

    Other Germans slowly trudged through the canyons of rubble, eyes downcast, sometimes carrying bundles of belongings, or pushing them on little wooden carts. Some of these were refugees from the eastern provinces, from which the surviving German population was being driven. From the districts of the Oder and the Neisse, from East Prussia, Poland and the former Sudentenland of Czechoslovakia, they were arriving, usually having been packed into special trains by the Russians, just as the Germans had sent the Jews to death in the opposite direction. Thousands were arriving daily and the totals were mounting: soon, thirty-three thousand arrived in a single day, two hundred thousand in one week. Many collapsed, and some died, in the crowded cattle-trucks and those clinging to the roofs and sides fainted from hunger, or drifted into sleep and fell to their deaths beside the track. As the Jews had been told, a year before, that they were bound for a new and busy life, so these refugees had been promised food and shelter in a Berlin, which, they were assured, had been little touched by war. 

    The shock they experienced on arrival was shared by all who reached Berlin that summer, even a well-fed correspondent from the Hôtel Scribe in Paris. Among the first British troops into the city was Colonel Byford-Jones, who had known it before the war, and he wrote, ‘The Unter den Linden, now embankments of burnt-out buildings that were once stately palaces, the pavements littered with wreckage … Between these embankments, where the proud Wehrmacht had marched, were hundreds of ex-Wermacht prisoners, unshaven, unshod, filthy, tattered, empty food tins tied to string that girt their waists, their eyes empty. Like an army of zombies, they moved silently, their feet bound in sacking, as if propelled by some external power … Rising in the heat of the day came a hideous smell of dampness, of charred remains, of thousands of putrefying bodies.’ 

    Basil Dean, the director of ENSA, was aghast, writing, ‘As a schoolboy, I had often wondered what the sack of Imperial Rome must have looked like; now I knew. All the pleasaunces and power of Modern Germany naked to the view in jagged flesh of tree and stone; the Unter den Linden bare and contorted like those dreadful skinned rabbits one used to see in butcher’s shops; the trees of the Tiergarten blasted by Russian gunfire, or chopped down for firewood; the statues of the Sieges Allee uprooted, or lewdly defaced: one marble lady in scanty classical drapery had her breasts hacked off and an iron spike driven between her thighs.’ 

    William L. Shirer, the American author, whose Berlin Diary had become the most celebrated first-hand account of the Nazi hey-day, arrived three months later and was reminded of the ruins of Babylon. In his sequel, he noted, ‘That first view of Berlin from the air this afternoon! The great city demolished almost beyond recognition … As far as you can see in all directions from a plane above the city, a great wilderness of debris, dotted with roofless, burnt-out buildings … with the low autumn sun shining through the spaces where windows had been.’ 

    The street scenes were still the same as they had been in July as ‘the most sorry-looking folk on the street are the demolished German soldiers. They hobble along in rags, footsore from walking in worn-out shoes stuffed with newspapers, their uniforms, which in my day they kept so smart, tattered and filthy … They grinned and you could see that few of them, though they were young men, had any teeth left. God! Were these the crack soldiers who goose-stepped so arrogantly through Poland, France, Russia …?’ 

    My own search for a billet took us into pleasant, wooded suburbs, where the devastation was less, and following new US Army signs, we found a command post where we were told to take a certain road then help ourselves to any house we liked. The Germans had all been told to leave and, if they had not done so, we could force them out if we wished. We drove down a leafy avenue, where the trees had been lopped and pruned by machine-gun fire, and chose a big, modern detached house that might have been in Sunningdale. Another jeep was parked outside, so we entered in search of its new occupants. 

    The original householder must have been nouveau riche for it was furnished with ostentation: the huge, panneled hall full of heavy, mock-medieval chairs and tables and suits of armour. There were alarmed female voices chattering in German and a scuffle of departing feet at our arrival and our discovery of the American officer who had already made himself at home. We each took a bedroom and he warned us that there was no water in the taps, the ornamental pool in the garden was full of corpses and that we should clean our teeth with hock, bottles of which were plentiful in the wine cellar. It was a hot night, disturbed by the mosquitoes which had brought a plague of dysentery to Berlin. 

    There was nowhere to pass an evening in the city but in one’s own billet, or temporary mess, but the Femina cabaret, surviving in part of a ruined building. Its original owner had been arrested by the Russians but, as part of their determined effort to impose communist ‘rest and culture’ on their defeated enemy, had ordered, ‘Open this cabaret. It is our wish that the people of Berlin sing and dance whenever they can, they are so filled with troubles.’ The new owners were a German Jew, who had lived in hiding for twelve years, and a former prisoner from a concentration camp, who had escaped from a mine-detonating detail. 

    The cabaret was open from four in the afternoon until ten at night and was patronized mostly by Russian officers, and the occasional British and American, who soon found it preferable to bring their own drinks rather than buy a thin beer or ‘red wine cup’ which was all that was on offer. 

    The few Berliners there to sing and dance were mostly prostitutes, who were tolerated by the management out of pity, one of them remarking, ‘They live on love and there is nothing more than that for them in Berlin.’ By love, he meant, of course, sex and the standard rate for this was five cigarettes. 

    Cigarettes had become the currency. Germans hung about near Allied billets in the hope of picking up cigarette butts to be hoarded in little tins. Seeing me smoking in the street, a little old man waited behind me until I had finished and had thrown the but away; then he picked it up and put it in his mouth. When an American sergeant gave a Chesterfield cigarette to the Oberburgermeister of Berlin, Dr Arthur Werner, a former headmaster of a technical school, appointed by the Russians, he bowed and said, ‘If you will forgive me, I will save such a luxury as this for Sunday. Such a gift is for a time of relaxation and quiet.’ 

    Cigarettes were mostly used to buy food. Feeding the three million civilians thought to be in Berlin was a mounting problem as their numbers were increased by refugees. At the Kommandatura, the attempt was being made to provide each with a little more than one thousand calories each day – as against the British civilian’s two thousand, eight hundred, and the American soldier’s three thousand, five hundred. But it had been estimated that a man needed a minimum of one thousand, five hundred calories to live if he was not working and twice that amount if he was. 

    Those Germans settled enough to expect three meals a day were likely to breakfast on a cup of tea and a slice of black bread; lunch on soup made from one potato, one onion and half a pint of milk with a small portion of potato or cauliflower; dine on two small boiled potatoes and a thin slice of bread. In June, there had been a little meat, but in July there was none. 

    There were virtually no medical supplies and in the British sector alone forty-three of the forty-four hospitals had been destroyed or badly damaged. As the water mains had been shattered, the Allies were inoculating Berliners against typhoid as quickly as possible and this never became an epidemic. But the sewers were also ruptured beyond immediate repair and thousand of corpses rotted under the rubble – three thousand drowned soldiers and medical staff of a field hospital were known to be in a flooded U-bahn station and, a year after the end of the war, well over four hundred bodies were found in the ruins in the British sector alone during one month – so that the mosquitoes of this hot July spread dysentery. In this month, it killed sixty-six of every hundred new-born babies. 

    There was another risk to life. Although the street fighting had ended six weeks before, the city remained lethal with unexploded ammunition – shells, mines and grenades – and it was estimated that, each day, one thousand, four hundred tons of it were being found, sometimes the discovery being announced by an explosion and a death. This, together with the scale of destruction, led me to doubt that the city could ever be rebuilt and I reported to the Leader, in the feverish prose that the experience inspired, ‘A song is being sung in the city called Berlin Will Rise Again. Perhaps it will, but not for many, many years. Perhaps another Berlin will rise on a site not fertilized with blood and the old, ruined Berlin be left as a constant reminder to the German people and a monument to Hitler.’ 

    Next morning, after trying to sleep to the whine of mosquitoes and cleaning my teeth with hock, I took the jeep and went sight-seeing. I had been told that once I could find the Tiergarten, which was equivalent to Hyde Park, I should look for the Alexanderplatz, from which I could easily make my way to the Reichstag and the Chancellery. But the Tiergarten proved to be a wildness of tree-stumps from which rose gigantic flak-towers, their concrete bulk cast in a curiously Gothic shape like Teutonic castles. Beyond, I recognized the Brandenburg Gate upon which the green, bronze group of charioteer and horses had collapsed, riddled by machine-gun fire. There stood the Reichstag, gutted and blackened by fire, red flags fluttering from walls scrawled over with Russian slogans. All around lay heaped the ruins and, where they had been cleared at a crossroads, I asked a Russian soldier in German where I could find the Alexanderplatz. He waved a square hand at the rubble around us and replied, ‘Alexanderplatz.’ 

    The Reichskanzlerei was, however, recognizable by the grandeur of its facade and neo-classical pillars and pediments around its tall windows. It, too, was in ruins, its approaches choked with rubbish, a Wermacht staff car lying, blown upside down, at the bottom of the steps leading to the main doors. Outside, a few Russian and American soldiers and Germans haggled over watches and cigarettes. Also outside stood Russian sentries with tommy-guns of the Chicago gangster variety and one of the Americans told me that nobody was allowed inside. Indeed, when I approached the entrance the Russians sternly waved me away. 

    But I had not come from London to be deterred at this moment. So, leaving the jeep, I walked down the street, turned a corner among the ruins and scrambled up into the hills of rubble. It was like climbing the steep, shale slopes of Westmoreland fells but the clambering eventually led me to the side of the Chancellery and, since all its doors and windows had been blown away, entry was easy. The place had been a battlefield. The long corridors and stone stairways were littered with the aftermath of street-fighting as Aachen had been; discarded equipment, belts of ammunition, abandoned packs and mess-tins, helmets, all thick with grime. Amongst the rubbish, holes opened in the floor, blasted by bomb, or steeply-plunging shell. Doors hung by a single hinge, or lay flat. Filing cabinets stood burst open by explosions, or prised open by Russian bayonets, spilling their contents: usually filed documents but, in one small room, military decorations – mostly the Iron Cross – awaiting award. 

    The building was empty as I picked my way through the debris, realizing, partly because the design of doorway and window was becoming more imposing, and partly, I thought, by instinct, that I was approaching its heart. A series of wrecked ante-rooms opened into one another and then suddenly I knew that I was in the presence-chamber. Tall window spaces, open from floor to high ceiling, lit the great room with summer sunlight, and sparkled on the crumpled chandeliers that had crashed to the floor. A huge globe of the world lay broken into halves. In a corner by the windows, a massive desk, its top a slab of red marble, lay blown upside down. A corner of the marble had splintered and I pocketed a fragment for I knew to whom the desk had belonged. This was where Hitler had presided over Europe. 

    As I stood in the middle of the great room, committing its detail to memory, I heard a crunching of footsteps outside and two Russian soldiers entered, tommy-guns under arms. I smiled ingratiatingly, said ‘Harasho, tovarich’ and took a packet of ten Player’s cigarettes from my battledress pocket and gave it to them. While they began to open it, I waved and, still smiling, departed quickly and, scaling other dunes of rubble – one strewn with cutlery embossed with Nazi insignia – emerged from the Chancellery, wondering why the presence of the Russians made me so uneasy. That afternoon, I heard later, another trespasser was killed by treading on a mine within the Chancellery and I persuaded myself that therefore it was such risks that had led the Russians to prevent their allies from inspecting the principal prize of their shared victory. 

    Another reason for Russian caution was that they were expecting more important sightseers, for the Potsdam conference of ‘The Big Three’ was about to begin. On 15th July, I was surprised by the roar of massed aero-engines and looked up to see a formation of Spitfires wheel above the city. A British military policeman at the check-point where I had stopped, explained, ‘That’s Churchill’s escort.’ All day aircraft landed at the Berlin airfields bringing the statesmen and their staff for their victorious meeting. 

    This was surely to be Churchill’s triumph. Not the entry into the conquered capital that Mussolini would have made on a white charger, nor with the phalanxes of stormtroopers that Hitler would have assembled, but certainly something individual and memorable that would fit his concept of such an historic moment. But his arrival was not in a blaze of glory, but with a sense of unease. 

    Because the conference was to complete the business begun at Yalta in February and to make final arrangements for the division and occupation of Germany and Austria, for reparations and to settle questions of frontiers and governments in liberated Europe – notably of Poland – it had been code-named ‘Terminal’. It was to be held at Potsdam in the Cecilienhof palace, an immense, ornate mansion completed for the Hohenzollerns towards the end of the First World War, and the participants were to be housed in lakeside villas spread out in the suburb of Babelsberg. When Churchill’s aircraft landed at Gatow airfield that afternoon he was taken straight to one such house, which had belonged to Hitler’s financier, Schacht. 

    For correspondents assembled in Berlin, it was to be a frustrating time. At the beginning of the conference, ‘The Big Three’ were to show themselves to photographers, but journalists would have to rely upon bland communiqués and it would not even be possible for them to wait outside the Cecilienhof, in the hope of picking up scraps of information, because it was in the Soviet zone and heavily guarded. They had to be content with details of Generalissimo Stalins’ uniform of the day and menus from the banquets. Accounts of what transpired only filtered out later, through friends of the better-connected correspondents, who had been involved and, most notably, from the published diaries of Churchill’s doctor and of Sir Alexander Cadogan, the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, who accompanied Anthony Eden, the Foreign Secretary. 

    The feeling of oppression that hung over Berlin was caught by Lord Moran in his journal when describing his arrival there with Churchill. The Prime Minister had called for a glass of whisky, then, wrote Moran: ‘We sat in silence for a long time looking at the lawn that sloped to a lake, into which, so it was said, the Russians had thrown some German soldiers who could not walk because of their wounds. Beyond the lake a field rose sharply to a wood. The only sign of life that we could see was a Russian sentry, who came out of the wood, looked round and disappeared again into the trees. When the light had gone, a rifle shot, that seemed to come from the wood, broke the silence that had fallen on everything.’ 

    Next morning, Moran accompanied General Sir Harold Alexander, who had commanded Allied forces in the Mediterranean, into the city. 

    They were shocked by what they saw; Moran particularly by the market on the steps of the Reichstag, where Germans were trying to barter their valuables for cigarettes. ‘Some peddled their goods through the crowd,’ he wrote, ‘field-glasses, fountain pens, a camera, a great mantelpiece clock, boots and slippers, dresses and handkerchiefs – every kind of garment; others sat on the wall with their particular possessions in their laps, apparently waiting to be accosted. As I watched this evisceration of their homes, I felt a sense of nausea; it was like the first time I saw a surgeon open a belly and the intestines gushed out.’ 

    At the Chancellery they were first refused admission by the Russian sentries but Alexander’s uniform and angry protest, ‘Do you know who I am? I have not come all this way to be stopped like this,’ gained them entry. They did not relish what they saw. ‘Alex was rather horrified, a little stunned by it all,’ wrote Moran. ‘He seemed to feel as if he were gazing at a corpse. He does not really like this brutal humiliation of a proud people beaten to their knees.’ 

    Ismay felt much the same way, recalling, ‘There was a smell of death and decay and one wondered how many corpses still lay in the ruins. The only building that I entered was the Chancellery. It was smashed to smithereens and the Russians had made no attempt to clear up the mess.’ In Hitler’s own room, by the shattered desk, he ‘had the feeling of being in the presence of evil. How shameful it was to think that the devil incarnate, whose malignant spirit still haunted the room, had come so near to dominating the whole world … I was sorry I have gone sightseeing.’ And he left, longing for a hot bath of disinfectant and a strong drink. 

    Cadogan had also been touring the city, deciding, as I had: ‘I don’t think it could ever be rebuilt again.’ At the Chancellery, he, too, became a souvenir-hunter, recording in his diary, ‘I gave three cigarettes to a Russian sentry, who pulled out from behind a door an old felt boot. It was full of Iron Crosses. So I took one.’ He, too, picked up a piece of marble from Hitler’s desk as a paperweight and then ‘in the banqueting hall, a Russian sergeant climbed into the crystal chandelier (astonishingly still intact) and wrenched off a little crystal rosette for me.’ 

    After lunch they all returned with Churchill, who had dressed in the same colonel’s uniform that he had worn for the Rhine crossing and with a cigar clamped in his mouth. As he walked towards the Chancellery, the Berliners he passed mostly stared blankly; one old man shook his fist. Inside, he showed no elation; indeed, little apparent interest and there was no light of triumph in his eye. A Russian soldier led the way down the concrete steps into the bunker where Hitler had committed suicide and Churchill followed down one flight, then, hearing that there were two more, turned and climbed back to the daylight. Finding a chair flung into the garden from one of the reception rooms, he sat on it, mopped his brow, and observed that Hitler must have come up there to get some air and heard the Russian guns getting nearer and nearer. 

    Back at Babelsberg, he said nothing about his visit to the Chancellery, or his impressions of the devastated city. When Moran tried to stimulate him to do so by showing him two Iron Crosses he had collected, he only muttered, ‘Poor Devils.’ Then he spoke of what was dominating his mind: ‘I shall be glad when this election business is over. It hovers over me like a vulture of uncertainty in the sky … The socialists say I will have a majority over all the other parties of thirty-two.’ 

    Churchill’s optimism was fed by Beaverbrook’s forecasts of a Tory victory, but his latest telegrams were less buoyant, suggesting that the majority might be down to about ten, and he was critical of the Conservative Party’s lack of spirit, adding, ‘The only asset the Tories have is in Berlin anyway.’ 

    Eden was not so sanguine. Earlier in the year he had been told of ‘left-wing views in the Army, which, it seems, officers share’ by the Norwegian Foreign Minister, Trygve Lie, to whom young British officers had felt able to speak frankly. This had confirmed the view of his own son, Simon, who had been in the RAF, flying transport aircraft in Burma. Soon after the end of the war in Europe, he had been reported missing on operations and now news reached his father that his crashed aircraft and his dead body had been found. 

    The conference began on the 17th, Stalin proposing that President Truman act as chairman. Churchill, meeting him for the first time, liked his businesslike manner; but he had had no experience of dealing with Stalin. Yet the Prime Minister’s wariness, born of this, was weakened by surges of sentimental generosity. Eden and Moran felt that his ‘jocular bluntness’ was the right approach to the Russian, but both admired Stalin even more for the patient courtesy with which he masked an undeviating determination to achieve exactly what he wanted. Both saw the conference as a game of poker with Stalin as a master of bluff and Truman as new to cards, not being quite sure of the rules, but determined to play and make his mark. 

    Eden’s constant anxiety was that Churchill would allow his romantic loyalty to his difficult ally to divert his own determination. After one session at the table, he noted in his diary: ‘Dined alone with him and again urged him not to give up our few cards without return. But he is again under Stalin’s spell. He kept repeating, “I like that man.” I am full of admiration of Stalin’s handling of him. I told him I was, hoping that it would move him.’ 

    Cadogan suffered from the same worry. He was deeply distrustful of the Russians, having committed to his diary during the first session of the United Nations assembly at San Francisco, after a brush with them: ‘How can one work with these animals! And, if one can’t, what can one hope for Europe?’ 

    Himself a cultured English gentleman, he found the trappings of Russian power both ridiculous and sinister, describing a scene outside the Cecilienhof when ‘from the road on the left emerged a platoon of Russian tommy-gunners in skirmishing order, then a number of guards and units of the NKVD army. Finally appeared Uncle Joe on foot, with his usual thugs surrounding him, followed by another screen of skirmishers … all this because Uncle wanted five minutes’ exercise and fresh air.’ But he trusted Stalin’s word when he made pronouncements at the conference table, like ‘In politics, one should be guided by the calculation of forces.’ 

    Stalin achieved most of his ambitions, if not outright then by indefinite deferment of decisions and action. The status quo would be maintained until the signing of the final peace treaty with Germany, so that country would remain divided between the four victors (France having been allowed to join the other three, although not invited to attend this conference). Berlin, however, was to remain divided, although deep within the Russian zone, until the final settlement. In the east, Poland – now ruled by a predominantly Soviet-sponsored government – was to administer East Prussia, Pomerania and Silesia as far west as the rivers Oder and Neisse for the time being. General agreement over reparations from Germany was reached and everybody hastened to assure one another that, in their own zone of occupation, all trace of Nazi-ism and militarism would be eradicated. 

    Churchill was aware of Stalin’s success but realized that there was little he could do but accept realities since he considered Truman to be as over-generous towards Stalin as Roosevelt had been at Yalta, and as Eden now feared he himself would be. ‘I prayed the Americans on my knees not to hand over to the Russians such a great chunk of Germany, at least until after the conference,’ he said. ‘It would have been a bargaining counter. But they would not listen. The President dug in. I shall ask Stalin, does he want the whole world?’ 

    For his part, Stalin would humour Churchill and try to calm his fears, then, as Moran put it, ‘like a mule, with one vicious kick, he has demolished the structure so carefully built up, brick by brick. He must know that he holds all the trump cards.’ These were, of course, the realities of the Red Army’s occupation of half Germany and all of eastern Europe. ‘Stalin gave me his word that there will be free elections in the countries set free by his armies,’ Churchill said after one meeting. Then on the next day, added, ‘The Russians are being very difficult. They talk about the same things as we do – freedom and justice and that sort of thing – but prominent people are removed and are not seen again. We are not even allowed to enter Vienna.’ 

    His apprehensions were, however, tempered by his knowledge of secret experiments being carried out by American and British scientists in a remote desert of New Mexico. The development of the atomic bomb was thought to have been a well-kept secret but vague rumours of an apocalyptic weapon had been circulating for the past year amongst the more senior officers in Bomber Command and the United States 8th Air Force. Drew Middleton of the New York Times had heard these from the latter and had put them together with what he knew of the commando raid on the ‘heavy water’ plant in Norway and assumed that that, and the vast secret development programme he knew to be in progress in the United States, were both concerned with nuclear explosive. 

    On 23rd July, Churchill told Moran about it: ‘I am going to tell you something you must not tell to any human being. We have split the atom. The report of the great experiment has just come in. A bomb was let off in some wild spot in New Mexico. It was only a thirteen-pound bomb, but it made a crater half a mile across.’ ‘It is H. G. Wells stuff,’ said Moran. ‘It is the Second Coming,’ Churchill went on. ‘The secret has been wrested from nature … It gives the Americans the power to mould the world. If the Russians had got it, it would have been the end of civilization. It is to be used in Japan, on cities, not on armies. We thought it would be indecent to use it in Japan without telling the Russians, so they are to be told today. It has come just in time to save the world.’ 

    At lunch that day, the Prime Minister discussed the matter with Field-Marshal Sir Alan Brooke, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, who was less impressed and noted afterwards that Churchill had ‘absorbed all the minor American exaggerations and, as a result, was completely carried away … We now had something in our hands which would redress the balance with the Russians … Now we could say, “If you insist on doing this or that, we … ’ And then where are the Russians! 

    ‘I tried to crush his over-optimism, based on the result of one experiment and was asked with contempt what reason I had for minimizing the results of these discoveries. I was trying to dispell his dreams and, as usual, he did not like it.’ 

    When Stalin was told the great secret, the Americans and the British were amazed that he did not show any surprise. It was almost as if it was no secret to him at all … 

    Two days earlier, Field Marshal Montgomery had held a victory parade in Berlin and Churchill, accompanied by Attlee and General Brooke, inspected the 7th Armoured Division, which had fought across North Africa before landing in Normandy for the advance across Europe. It was a magnificent sight but Brooke noted, ‘I suppose I ought to have been gripped by what all this meant … Somehow it left me cold.’ It left Churchill cold, too, but in a different way. The chilling message that the soldiers gave him was clear for all to hear: that their cheers were louder for Clement Attlee than for him. 

    He tried to reassure himself with constant remarks to his intimate circle, like, ‘They all agree that I shall have a majority, Conservatives and Labour people alike.’ After dinner on the day he had discussed the atomic bomb, he telephoned Beaverbrook in London for further reassurance and got it with his latest opinion that he could expect ‘a comfortable majority.’ Even so, he felt that ‘this bloody election hangs like a veil over the future.’ 

    He was to fly to London to hear the result on 25th July but awoke on that morning deeply depressed and confided in Moran, ‘I dreamed that life was over. I saw – it was very vivid – my dead body under a white sheet on a table in an empty room … Perhaps this is the end.’ There was another session of the conference that morning before his departure and again the discussion ranged over the future government of Poland and German reparations. 

    It was, in retrospect, an historic morning. Not only was Churchill about to depart, not knowing whether or not he would return, but President Truman gave the Russians a cause for worry to match those that they had engendered. It was already apparent that there was no way of ensuring that the Russians would carry out the agreements made at the conference and now Truman read a prepared statement, saying, ‘I am sure it is understood that … treaties under our Constitution must be made with the advice and consent of the Senate of the United States. Of course, when I indicate my support of a proposal, I shall use my best endeavours to secure its acceptance …’ This was, of course, a simple political truth but it seemed to hint of duplicity to the Russians, who could not believe that a national leader’s decision was not final. 

    Churchill’s last speech was on the subject of coal from the Ruhr as reparations and ended when he announced, ‘I am finished.’ ‘What a pity,’ said Stalin. ‘I hope to be back,’ added Churchill. ‘Judging from the impression on Mr Attlee’s face,’ joked the Russian, ‘I do not think he looks forward avidly to taking over your authority.’ 

    Together, Churchill and Attlee returned to London; the former to 10 Downing Street, where the map room had been transformed into an information centre in which the election results could be displayed and collated. He dined with his wife and daughter Mary then, comforted by a forecast from the Conservative Central Office that, next day, he would be found to have won the election with ‘a comfortable majority’ he went to bed. He did not rest well. ‘Just before dawn,’ he wrote later, ‘I woke suddenly with a sharp stab of almost physical pain. A hitherto subconscious conviction that we were beaten broke forth and dominated my mind. All the pressure of great events … would cease and I should fall … I was discontented at the prospect and turned over at once to sleep again.’ 

    That morning, as the results began to be announced, it soon became clear that there had been an overwhelming Labour victory. The surprise of the majority was voiced by The Economist declaring, ‘It is safe to say that no one who thought himself in touch with the facts and possibilities of politics had allowed for the eventuality of a large independent Labour majority.’ Both Attlee and Bevin were amazed at the size of this and even the astute Michael Foot was surprised. He later summed up the occasion thus: ‘No socialist who saw it will ever forget the blissful dawn of 1945 … Those who had served the British Labour movement for generations, renewing their faith after each disaster, in 1919, 1926 and 1931, had their own special cause for exultation. When the scale of the Labour Party’s victory became known on the night of 26th July, bonfires were lit, people danced in the streets, young and old crowded into halls all over the country to acclaim their elected standard-bearers.’ 

    Labour had won three hundred and ninety-three seats, against two hundred and thirteen Conservatives and their allies, twelve Liberals and twenty-two Independents. Michael Stewart, Christopher Mayhew, Woodrow Wyatt, Harold Lever and John Freeman all won their seats handsomely, although Denis Healey had failed to win his in Yorkshire; the Liberal Brian Connell failed but took a significant number of votes from the Tories; Peter Thorneycroft, the radical Conservative lost his seat at Stafford. In Fleet Street, Tom Hopkinson and Harry Guy Bartholomew, who had done so much to harness and direct the hopes of the electorate, expressed their euphoria in their different ways. But there was generosity in victory; Philip Zec hurried back to the Mirror office from El Vino’s to draw a cartoon of a sunrise with Churchill’s face on a setting moon and ‘Mr and Mrs Britain’ saying, ‘Thank you for giving us light in darker times.’ Zec was not proud of the cartoon as a drawing, or even as a pithy comment, but felt that it came from the heart; his own and that of the readers with whom he identified. 

    Churchill accepted the news with grace, despite the initial shock. But when Moran spoke of ingratitude of the British people, he rebuked him, ‘Oh, no, I wouldn’t call it that. They have had a very hard time …’ (Later he described his feelings with a theatrical metaphor to Noël Coward, saying that there was nothing so mortifying as to step forward a victor and drop through the stage trap-door.) But he could not, of course, return to Potsdam and his absence was also that of the Great Britain and of the old British Empire which he symbolized. Attlee and Ernest Bevin, his Foreign Secretary, returned to Berlin on the 28th. Stalin greeted them without enthusiasm and with suspicion: he had come to enjoy his sparring with Churchill, in whom he had met his match, and he distrusted moderate socialists. Now, it was said behind Attlee’s back, it would only be ‘The Big Two.’ 

    Neither Attlee or Bevin appeared impressive in this context, for the dry, apparently dull, Prime Minister, and his burly, rough-hewn Foreign Secretary looked lack-lustre in comparison with Churchill and the polished Anthony Eden. The heroic Churchillian style was replaced by the brisk, public school jargon of his successor; Attlee remarking to Ismay on his return to the conference, ‘I’m not going to have Britain barged about.’ 

    Many disparaging stories were told about them, two originally having been quips made by Nye Bevan. In one, Attlee was ordering a glass of sherry in the House of Commons’ smoking-room and when the barman asked, ‘Sweet or dry, sir?’ Bevan, standing, nearby, interrupted, ‘Medium, of course.’ And of Ernest Bevin’s appointment as Foreign Secretary, he had said, ‘He’s a big bumble bee caught in a web – and he thinks he’s the spider.’ Yet both impressed those who got to know them in office: Peter Thorneycroft, would describe Attlee as ‘one of the great Prime Ministers’ and say of Bevin, ‘When he spoke on a major international issue, you could not have told which political party he was representing – he was a great man.’ But at Potsdam, such appreciation was in the future. 

    In Berlin, Charles ‘Chip’ Bohlen, Truman’s political advisor, told Drew Middleton that neither man could speak with ‘the voice of authority’, which the Russians understood. Few had realized, he went on, that Britain had been relegated to second place in the Anglo-American alliance earlier by economic factors during the war; only now that Attlee had replaced Churchill did this seem so. 

    But Cadogan, realizing that a new phase of history had begun, was content with his new master. Although he had regarded the election result as ‘a display of base ingratitude and rather humiliating for our country’, he liked and trusted Bevin, whom he described as ‘broadminded, and sensible, honest and courageous.’ 

    When agreement was reached on German reparations, the question of the future of that country and of electoral freedom in eastern Europe was dealt with quickly, it being realized that any change in the status quo was unlikely. Germany was to remain divided into two for the foreseeable future and countries occupied by the Russians would remain at their mercy. But Stalin did finally agree to the British, Americans and French being allowed to enter Vienna. The Potsdam conference ended with handshakes and platitudes on 1st August, with President Truman suggesting another meeting when convenient. But this never took place because the lines of confrontation had already been drawn across Europe. 

    In London the opening of the new Parliament had been postponed for about a fortnight, until 16th August, in order to give Attlee time to choose his government. He announced the names of his Cabinet ministers on the 3rd, and there was much speculation over its probable priorities when domestic policies were suddenly overtaken by the news that took all but a handful of the British and American people by surprise and struck them with awe. On 6th August, the atomic bomb was exploded over Hiroshima and this was announced on the following day. 

    Reaction to the news varied between the overwhelmed and the over-confident. The Times ran a headline over an explanatory article saying simply, ‘BASIC POWER OF THE UNIVERSE’. Harold Nicolson tried to take it in his stride, noting only that ‘they have used it on a Japanese town … It is to be used eventually for domestic purposes.’ His wife was cheerfully optimistic: ‘Viti is thrilled by the atomic bomb. She thinks, and rightly, that it will mean a whole new era.’ Noël Coward noted, ‘The papers are full of the atomic bomb which is going to revolutionize everything and blow us to buggery. Not a bad idea.’ 

    At the Foreign Office, Oliver Harvey wrote in his diary, ‘The atomic bomb was used yesterday for the first time on the Japs. I must say I feel shocked and ashamed. Nobody knows what the effects of it, direct or indirect, will be on the area. I don’t think posterity will think it was a very creditable action.’ 

    At the Picture Post office, Tom Hopkinson was awestruck and sought a way of illustrating the immense, ominous power that had been unleashed; this was suggested by one of the refugees from the Nazis who worked with him and she produced reproductions of Leonardo da Vinci’s drawings of a swirling apocalypse. These were reproduced in a special issue with a photograph on its cover of a child looking out at a stormy sea over the caption, ‘Dawn or Dusk?’ Inside, Sir John Anderson, the Lord President of the Council, who presided over British atomic research, said in an interview, that atomic energy ‘may be permanently for good, or it may be a source of great injury to humanity.’ 

    Like The Times – and probably echoing the same guidance from Whitehall – the Daily Mirror began its report, ‘The basic power of the universe – atomic energy – has been brought under control in the greatest scientific revolution of all time and turned against the Japanese.’ Zec drew a cartoon showing two apes reading the headlines, ‘ATOM SPLIT – CONFERENCE SPLIT – UNITED NATIONS SPLIT – CIVILIZATION SPLIT – MANKIND WIPED OUT – ALL THIS, UNLESS!’ 

    Although the leading article tried to reach a hopeful conclusion in hopes for ‘a world of one mind’, it opened with speculation which, as the Mirror so often had, spoke for many: ‘It is being said that the new bomb and its possible successors will either end war or end the world! These hasty, epigramatic conclusions should be regarded with scepticism. There is always the chance of a most depressing compromise. What might really happen is something between the two extremes, leaving mankind in a very wretched condition for many generations with horrific wars going on in a depleted and disintegrating society. But let us take a more cheerful view …’ 

    On 9th August, a second atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki and, five days later, Japan surrendered unconditionally. Sir Alexander Cadogan just jotted in his diary, ‘The news is out. Attlee gave it at midnight. Jap surrender. So that’s that.’ So, when the new House of Commons assembled it would be to a peaceful world that it would address its thoughts. 

    Victory celebrations – VJ-Day – were to be held on the 15th and would coincide with the state opening of Parliament by the King. It was a repeat performance of VE-Day but without the surge of relief and joy that had erupted in May. The war in South-East Asia and the Pacific had been a distant nightmare; a dark cloud on the horizon of the young men who expected to be drafted there. But it had never gripped the popular imagination. 

    On VJ-Day I was in London between expeditions to the Continent. But this time there was no exciting invitation and I wandered alone through the crowded streets to Buckingham Palace where the King and Queen were again appearing on the floodlit balcony. Probably due to solitary drinks in packed pubs, I was in a maudlin mood and began to think of contemporaries who had been killed. Until now, they had not seemed far away; it was almost as if they had been posted to some infinitely remote, but glorious, theatre of war. But today they suddenly seemed to belong to the past, fading swiftly into pale sepia images like old school photographs. Most had been my elders and news of their deaths in bombers over Germany, in torpedoed ships and in unspecified violence on various battlefronts had arrived over five years. It had often been difficult to accept because these hero-worshipped heads of school houses, and immortals of the Upper Sixth, had seemed indestructible. 

    I brooded on friends: Tony, who had fallen off a lorry on an Army exercise and been crushed by a tank; Bonzo, who at least died at an historic moment – on D-Day, off a Normandy beach; handsome David, whose bullet-proof waistcoat, ordered from America by a doting mother, had been no help when his fighter hit a hillside; John, the only child of elderly parents, killed by shellfire in a cruiser; lanky Paddy, who had, to everybody’s surprise, been able to curl his long legs into a bomber’s gun-turret but not, eventually, out again. Outside the Piccadilly Hotel, as crowds, linked arm-in-arm and singing, swept past, I began to cough with dry sobs. 

    Others also felt empty and sad at what should have been a jubilant time. Noël Coward wrote in his diary: ‘I wonder how many years of soi-disant peace lie ahead of us … I wish I had more feeling about it. My mind seems unable to take it in … We shall see how sweet the face of peace looks. I cannot help visualizing an inane, vacuous grin.’ A walk though the crowded West End did nothing to lift his spirits: ‘Everyone screaming in the streets. Felt desolate remembering all the people who have gone.’ And Sir Alexander Cadogan noted in his: ‘London not at its best, with scores of thousands of morons wandering about.’ He had just read a report by the economist Lord Keynes on the financial prospects of the country and commented, ‘It is certainly grim reading. There are terrible times ahead for any government in this country.’ 

    Next day, the new House of Commons assembled and it was to an unfamiliar, peaceful world that it addressed itself. Appropriately, the first Member of Parliament to speak was a new one, described by Hansard as: ‘Major Freeman (Watford) (in military uniform).’ John Freeman had been amazed to win his seat; disappointed at having to relinquish his appointment to the Allied Kommandatura in Berlin; dismayed at the prospect of living on a Parliamentary salary of £600 a year; but finally inspired at the thought of taking part in the promised socialist reforms. Certainly his speech stirred the House when, in calling for swift and efficient demobilization from the armed forces, he declared that the men and women for whom he spoke were ‘animated by a spirit of high adventure and gay determination, prepared to take risks for high stakes.’ It was, he said later, ‘a very heady experience’, but it was to be followed by an incident which took him by surprise. When the House rose, Labour members began to sing the revolutionary anthem, The Red Flag. ‘I was acutely embarrassed – I didn’t know the words,’ Freeman recalled. ‘The Tories sat stunned by it.’ Another new MP, also of moderate views, Christopher Mayhew, admitted to being ‘rather shocked’ but dismissed the demonstration as having ‘been started by some sentimental, old ex-miners.’ He also thought it faintly ridiculous. 

    A few months earlier, the singing of the song would have been taken as a tribute to the Red Army, but now a disturbing change was overtaking British and American attitudes to the Russians. Those relatively few soldiers who had met them in Germany told of their encounters, as a mixture of drunken parties and suspicion and, occasionally, hostility. But such was the hero-worship – seen to be wholly justified – inspired by wartime propaganda, that any suggestion that our Russian allies were less than perfect came as a shock. 

    The first public expression of this came from Richard Dimbleby, the BBC war correspondent, who was now in Berlin. Walking in the Russian sector of the city, he had been stopped by a Red Army patrol, marched into their command post at gunpoint and locked up for twenty minutes. His broadcast immediately afterwards brought on a storm of controversy, mostly outrage. 

    ‘One major problem still confronts us,’ Dimbleby had said, ‘and it is something that is not easy to bring up, though no one here will be an honest correspondent if he ignores it, and that is the question of our relations with the Russians. Without cooperation and some degree of trust, we can hope for nothing for the future. At the moment, that trust is lacking. Somewhere between us and the Russians there is a barrier of suspicion and reserve. It is rather like trying to make friends with a fellow you can’t see on the other side of a high wall.’ 

    This was putting it mildly. Although there were no longer rumours that the British and Americans would find themselves in open conflict with the Red Army, this had seemed possible in May. When the British 8th Army, advancing into the Austrian province of Styria, which was to be part of its zone of occupation, found its way barred by the Russians, both sides took up defensive positions before the British were allowed to continue. 

    In the following month, the British were ordered to repatriate – by force, if necessary – tens of thousands of nationals of the Soviet Union who had, whether or not under duress, served with the Wermacht. The largest single repatriation was from the Austrian province of Carinthia. There the Cossacks – as they were generally known – had established friendly relations with the British, who were usually unaware that some of them shared a fearsome record of brutality in operations against partisans in Yugoslavia, Italy and France, on which the Germans had employed them. Their officers – occasionally White Russians, who had fought against the Bolsheviks during the Russian Revolution – were fine horsemen and had competed with their captors in gymkhanas. This was of no avail. Some fifty thousand were forced across the border of the Soviet Zone of Austria at the beginning of June, including about twenty-five thousand men of the Cossack and Caucasian divisions accompanied by families, camp-followers and priests. The British troops, who had to round them up, herd them on to trains and guard them until they could be delivered to the Russians, did so reluctantly. But Lieutenant Colin Mitchell, an intelligence officer with the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, knew something of their recent past and felt that most of the pity and regret was expressed later, particularly after the company with the task of accompanying the prisoners returned from the frontier post at Judenburg to report that the officers had been led from the train to a railway embankment, lined up and shot. 

    Corporal Philip Turner watched long columns of Cossacks’ families in covered wagons pass through the village, where his Intelligence Section was stationed, on their way to the Russian lines. He knew where they were going, but they did not and a Russian-speaking interpreter, who accompanied them to the check-point, later told him of their horror when first they noticed that either side of the road was lined by armed British troops and then saw, waiting for them, soldiers in the uniform of the Red Army. As they were herded onward, some tried to fling themselves over a bridge. That night shooting was heard from the direction in which they had finally disappeared. 

    ‘We were sorry for the women, children and old people,’ Turner remembered. ‘But we were soldiers, accustomed to obeying unpleasant orders, so, at the time, our reaction was mostly a pretty big shrug.’ 

    Similar scenes of misery and violence took place in northern Germany. There, Hugh Pond and his battalion of the Parachute Regiment spent two days forcing captured Russians into lorries – beating their hands with rifle-butts if they tried to climb out – and sending them over the border. ‘We were all sickened by it,’ he said afterwards. ‘It was something that British soldiers should not have been asked to do.’ 

    Similar scenes took place all along the new border between West and East and continued until the end of September. In all, it was said, two million expatriate Russians were handed over to the Red Army, which had rounded up another three million in the countries of Eastern Europe that it had occupied. Their fate was reported over future years as news began to seep out of the labour camp system and the most remote settlements of the Soviet Union. 

    First the wild parties; then the enforced repatriation; finally mutual suspicion and the hardening of the line dividing the eastern and western allies. A few British and American soldiers were able to move freely amongst the Russians and Lieutenant William S. Coffin, of the United States 3rd Army, was one of them. On completing a Russian language course in Paris, he had been sent to join General Patton in Czechoslovakia, where the advance had finally halted many miles to the east of the limits imposed at the Yalta conference. 

    His first contact with the Red Army was when he was sent forward to find the whereabouts of a lorry loaded with coal that was overdue. He found it detained at a Russian checkpoint and, entering their command post, found a Russian officer asleep beside a bottle of vodka. Waking him, he asked for the release of the lorry, to which the Russian replied by offering him a drink. ‘When the coal truck’s released,’ said Coffin. At this, the Russian, a powerfully-built young man, looked him up and down and replied, ‘You look pretty healthy. What do you say we fight?’ 

    Coffin realized that he would have to prove himself, but he was adept at judo, the Russian was drunk; and so he agreed. ‘We had this fight,’ he recalled, ‘and I had him all over the place. We made such a racket that Russian soldiers came bursting into the room, cocking their tommy-guns. Happily I remembered the Russian for, “Don’t shoot!” ’ 

    Soon afterwards he was ordered to deliver a Red Army deserter to another Soviet check-point. Having handed the man over to the military police, Coffin was just turning his jeep to return, when he heard a shot; the deserter had been shot dead. Thereafter, whenever told to return Russian deserters, he would stop on a forest road before reaching the check-point and tell the man to escape. 

    ‘Life was cheap amongst the Russians,’ he thought, ‘and for a victorious army they seemed pretty demoralized. They seemed bored and they drank a great deal.’ 

    Gradually Lieutenant Coffin found that his work in Czechoslovakia was less cooperating with the Russians and more trying to thwart them. This came to a head in the autumn, before the Americans withdrew to Germany. One of his tasks was helping Polish agents, who had been sent into Warsaw during the tragic rising of 1944 by the Polish government in London, and had been regarded by the Russians as enemies. Working with him was a Polish captain, whose task was to smuggle the agents out of Czechoslovakia. When Coffin finally left for Germany, the captain remained behind in Pilsen to await the arrival of more fugitives from Poland. 

    Some weeks later, Coffin met him in an officers’ mess in Bavaria and asked what had happened. Well, the NKVD – the Soviet secret police – had tried to kill him, he explained. He had been driving a British-built lorry along a lonely road when he was overtaken by a fast car. As it swept past, he was machine-gunned. But his lorry, being British, had a right-hand drive and the fire was aimed at the left of the windscreen. He was untouched, but slewed the lorry off the road, staggered out and fell, pretending to be wounded. The car stopped and two men got out and walked back to inspect his body. 

    ‘So I shot them both,’ the Pole told Coffin, ‘and posted their party cards to Communist Party headquarters in Prague.’ Now there seemed to be a new enemy. 

    Both sides had been reluctant to withdraw to the zonal boundaries which had been agreed at Yalta. Indeed, it was not until Churchill had remonstrated with Stalin at Potsdam that the Red Army withdrew from Styria so that the British 8th Army, to which it had been allocated, could enter at the end of July and, soon, after send advance parties to Vienna, together with the Americans and the French. Meanwhile, Carinthia, which was also to be part of the British zone, had been invaded by Yugoslav partisans. Although they occupied Klagenfurt and other towns, they only claimed the Karawanken range of mountains along their border, which if wholly in their hands, would have provided natural defences for their northern frontier. There they remained for a fortnight after the end of the war, when Marshal Tito was persuaded to order their withdrawal. 

    The countries of Europe, which had fought or been occupied by the combatants, each presented a different and contrasting scene in the summer of 1945. Belgium and Denmark looked little touched by war, whereas Holland was flooded, starved and part-ruined; Italy, also battered and racked with epidemics and lawlessness. Austria, however, had survived in a limbo. Nobody, including the Austrians, seemed to know whether they had been conquered or liberated; Hitler had annexed their country in 1938, but young Austrians had fought alongside the Germans in their hundreds of thousands. The country had been little damaged, except in the final month of the war when the Russians stormed across the Hungarian border and took Vienna. 

    Arriving there, first at Innsbruck in the Tyrol, which I remembered as a delightful, sunny Ruritania from a childhood holiday, the country looked as if it had been long-abandoned, stored away and forgotten. 

    French troops, many of them Moroccan, occupied the province and inspired fear, but not so much as the two Red Army officers who were the only visible guests at the ancient Grauer Bär hotel, where I stayed. They, it was known, were looking for more renegades for repatriation. 

    The French occupied Vorarlberg as well as the Tyrol; the Americans, most of Upper Austria; the British, Carinthia and Styria; the Russians, Lower and part of Upper Austria and Burgenland; Vienna was to be divided, like Berlin. Of all the foreign troops entering Austria in the spring and summer of that year, the strangest experience fell to the British 8th Army. They had fought their way up the eastern side of the Appennines, a long and grim campaign which had lacked the melodrama of that fought by the Anglo-American 5th Army to the west, which had involved the battles of the Salerno and Anzio beach-heads, Monte Cassino and the capture of Naples and Rome. But once the 8th Army had crossed the Po, all that had changed. They burst into the plains of Lombardy and the Veneto, the New Zealanders capturing Venice and racing to Trieste to forestall its annexation by the Yugoslav partisans. There had been a new excitement, but all of Italy was a sad, war-worn place. 

    Then the 8th Army reached Austria. Their advance guards had wound up the mountain passes from the hot, green plains to find themselves in idyllic, alpine country scarcely touched by war. The air was crisp, clean and cool and the sounds were of running water and distant cow-bells. Castles, or the spires and onion-shaped domes of churches, crowned hill-tops and the summits of the alps were still bright with snow. They found themselves welcomed as liberators – from the threat of Russian hordes rather than from the Germans, perhaps – by a population now devoid of young men but with young women aplenty. So, many a weary platoon of infantry, or squadron of armoured car crews, found with disbelief and delight that they had been ordered to occupy some enchanted alpine village and sleep in feather beds, not necessarily alone. 

    Despite official talk of liberation from Nazi domination, the troops had been forbidden to fraternize, as in Germany itself. ‘Of course, we fratted,’ remembered Corporal Turner, one of the first to marvel at a countryside that was ‘suddenly green and clean and untouched by war’ after the miseries of the Italian campaign. ‘We chatted up the girls in our billets, but, if we invited them to come for a walk, we’d tell them to follow a hundred yards behind until we were out of sight of the village.’ 

    Turner delighted in fishing for trout in the mountain streams – tying his own flies from feathers plucked from the tails of stuffed birds in the house where he was quartered – and the two daughters of the house cooked them for him. This was close to the edge of the battlefields at the limit of the Red Army’s advance and one of the few reminders of this was the decomposing corpse of a Russian soldier left lying on the bank of a favourite trout stream, smelling strongly. Turner, a young man but an old soldier, wrinkled his nose and remarked, ‘I just moved on along the bank. I didn’t bury him – he might have been booby-trapped.’ 

    Soon all such reminders were gone, the regulations against fraternization were disregarded and shortly revoked, so joy was unconfined. 

    Joining them in their soldiers’ paradise involved a gently adventurous journey from London to Carinthia. In London the Ministry of Information was still operating and, in the public relations office, there was still Captain Harry W. Clark, the American officer who handled journalists’ requests to travel, to greet me with, ‘Here comes our wandering boy.’ By July, the press camps were no longer crowded and I could take my pick of any destination in Europe that was occupied by British or American forces, as if choosing a holiday at a travel agency. Captain Clark would then provide me with a duplicated movement order giving this first destination and freedom to visit a particular army’s area – a freedom which could be extended by a public relations officer on arrival – and book me a seat on a Dakota flying from Croydon or Northolt to Brussels, or Paris. There I could wait for passage in one of the many transport aircraft, or bombers acting as couriers, or beg a lift by road. My journey to Austria had meant flying to Paris, then on to Munich, where a captain of the Royal Navy, who had acquired a jeep in order to visit his ski-ing chalet at St Anton for the first time for seven years, gave me a lift to Innsbruck. From there onwards it was a matter of asking for lifts at petrol-points, or in the bar of the principal hotel in any town, which had nearly always been commandeered as a transit hotel for officers. 

    Journalists visiting the British zone of Austria stayed at the most agreeable press camp on the Continent, a handsome villa standing in a large garden on the shore of the Wörthersee. Since the ugly business of repatriating the Cossacks, there had been no news to stand comparison with that to which we were accustomed, so the place was run mostly to indulge its staff and guests. 

    The business of the day began with discussion as to whether the lake might be warm enough for swimming, or, perhaps, sailing might be more tempting? There was a nearby golf club at our disposal and, almost certainly, there would be a party at one of the handsome lakeside villas, which were now messes, or the residences of the more senior officers. It was not the season for shooting, or ski-ing, but most certainly for tourism and, transport and petrol being plentiful, there was the option of asking for a jeep to drive south over the alpine passes and down to Venice for a few nights at the transit hotel, the Danieli. 

    This was a soothing life. The hard-drinking and the lethal, nocturnal races round the lake by the narrow, winding road had given way to more gentle pleasures. Many messes, such as our own, had temporarily adopted the more charming female refugees who had arrived destitute in Carinthia a few weeks before. Ours were a handsome Hungarian countess and her two daughters, one of whom – tall, tawny-maned and beautiful beyond belief – was aged only fourteen and was regarded as the exclusive companion for a young Guards officer, whom she eventually married. What little news did come our way – mostly to do with Yugoslav attempts to infiltrate the strip of mountains along their border with Austria south of the river Drau – was regarded as mildly stimulating entertainment arranged to help pass the time. 

    But Vienna was somewhere unknown and possibly sinister, just as Berlin had been. An appalled description of the city had been given by Pieter Lessing, a resourceful South African correspondent, who had managed to persuade the Russians to take him there immediately after its fall. He described it as dead and looking deserted, the streets empty and strewn with wreckage, the Stefansdom, the Opera and the Burgtheater all gutted by fire, and no electricity or water supply. There had been no refuse collection for weeks and the wider streets were lined by embankments of rubbish twelve feet high. The Viennese were, he said, staying indoors – the women for fear of rape – and the pre-war population of about two and a half million was said to have been halved, many of those who had fled the city having been replaced by refugees from the east. 

    At the end of July, the problem of a zone for the French in the divided capital, which had delayed the entry here as at Berlin, had been solved without the Russians having to give up any of their own sector, and Lessing accompanied the British advance party to Vienna. By the time the rest of us arrived, he reported that the city had been transformed by American engineers, who had repaired the street lighting so that the Viennese were venturing outside, presumably for fresh air since there was virtually no food in the shops or markets. British welfare officers and chaplains had been delighted to find that a friendly Viennese with a Levantine name had opened what he called ‘The British Officers’ Welcome Club’ and festooned it with Union Jacks. It was immediately popular but the Austrian police produced a dossier, which showed him to have been attached to the Gestapo as a procurement officer for the chain of brothels he administered for them. So he disappeared into prison and his club was renamed ‘The Bag o’ Nails’ after a night club in the West End of London. 

    The press camp for the 8th Army’s public relations officers and their correspondents was to be the Salm Palais, a charming eighteenth century mansion; it lay off the Landstrasse, near the edge of the Russian sector in the east of the city, from which shots and other ugly sounds could sometimes be heard at night. 

    It was shabby from wartime neglect but retained a faded elegance and mournful charm. It was a still house, standing at the end of a long, narrow lane, with a garden shaded by giant trees behind it, but its recent history had been violent. The gardener, we were told, had been a communist and, as the Russians came near, had shot most of his employers (the door of the downstairs lavatory, where one had taken refuge, was punctured with bullet-holes) and buried them in a flower-bed. Only two Viennese survived to share the house with us: an elderly diplomat from the time of the Emperor Franz-Josef, Baron Eichoff, who was allowed to eat our rations with us as an honorary member of the mess, and a barmaid, who told us that she had been raped by a platoon of Russian soldiers but next day they had returned to give her a sack of flour in compensation. 

    The more junior officers and correspondents did not sleep at the house but shared flats in the nearby Weyergasse, overlooking gardens which had been turned into a battlefield burial ground by the Red Army. I shared a flat with two dashing young captains, who had been censors but now had little to do, and an indeterminate number of young Austrian women. Constantly finding a new one about the place, I asked who they were and was told that they were refugees from the Russians – as indeed they were – who had been rescued and given shelter, which was true as far as it went. Soon such relationships became regularized, officers deciding that they needed a secretary, or correspondents, an assistant, and that, as the Viennese were living at near-starvation level, they would naturally have to live in our quarters. It became an urban version of the pastoral idyll in Carinthia. 

    In the division of the city, the British had done well. The head quarters of the 8th Army, which was now to be known as British Troops in Austria, was set up in the Empress Maria Theresa’s palace at Schönbrunn; the baroque palace of the Kinsky family in the old city was our officers’ club; Hotel Sacher was our transit hotel. Within the Ringstrasse, the wide avenue which marked the line of the medieval fortifications, the old city was jointly administered by the four allies and this was symbolized by patrols of four military policemen, one from each army. Good living for the British and Americans was cheap: dinner at Sacher’s, or the Americans’ transit hotel, the Bristol, then dancing at Kinsky’s would be followed by an expedition to the Bag o’ Nails. The streets were empty but for a little military traffic and the Viennese, drab and hungry, were regarded as no more than the familiar crowd in the background of the victors’ reaping of their rewards. Vienna had not been badly damaged by bombing or street-fighting, since an Austrian officer had, at the last moment, managed to persuade the Russians to regard it as an open city if no resistance was offered. But there had been fierce fighting in the Prater amusement park near the Danube canal and the gigantic Ferris wheel stood derelict above a wilderness of the burned and twisted wreckage of the funfair. One experience that Vienna shared with Berlin was that more than half the babies born there died at birth, or soon afterwards. 

    This louche life was, however, put to some use, for here relations with the Russians were happier than elsewhere. This was not only because of the diplomacy of a few Russian-speaking British and American officers, who worked closely with them in the shared administration of the old city, but because of the wit and wealth of one particular British lieutenant-colonel. 

    Nigel Dugdale had been wounded when fighting in North Africa and had found his way into public relations for which he had a flair. He was able and witty and, in Vienna, where he commanded No. 8 Public Relations Service, which included the ménages at the Salm Palais and in the Weyergasse, he understood the aim was no longer to impress friendly opinion at home but potentially hostile opinion amongst the Russians. So, with the help of a Russian-speaking colonel, he set about making friends, combining his own good manners as a young, but old-fashioned English gentleman, with the zest of a showman. The parties to which he invited Russian officers at the Salm Palais began as conventional but effervescent affairs in the garden, the basement bar and the skittle-alley and his hospitality was returned on a more lavish scale by the Red Army officers with sumptuous buffet suppers and much toasting in vodka. Dugdale, having married into the Cunard family, could entertain with style out of his own pocket when necessary, persuaded the Russians to let him hire a steamer on the Danube and gave a party for two hundred and fifty guests while cruising on the river. A climax was reached when, at the height of a garden party at the Salm Palais, on the stroke of midnight, the gates swung open and on to the lawn lumbered a pink elephant on whose back sat a hefty lady officer from his staff dressed as a maharajah; he had borrowed the elephant from a circus, found amongst the columns of refugees, and pink-washed it for the occasion. 

    Such was the success of Nigel Dugdale’s entertaining and so familiar did we become with Russian officers, both in our mess and their own, that mutual suspicions slackened and, particularly when, dizzy with gin or vodka, one was proposing another toast to mutual understanding and eternal peace, there seemed no obstacle in the way of translating those sentiments into realities. 

    It was a pleasant life, marred only by the after-effects of nocturnal roistering. Since there was little news to interfere with this, expeditions could be arranged: the long drive down the single road open to us through the Russian zone – with no stopping allowed – to Carinthia; or to visit the Americans who were happily settled at Salzburg and amongst the Salzkammergut lakes. Despite our jollities with the Russians in Vienna, there was always an apprehension of danger when travelling through the Russian zone. Although still wearing a war correspondent’s battledress, I had taken to carrying a small pistol – a 9 mm Beretta that had once belonged to an Italian officer – and sometimes concealed it in the top of one of my half-wellingtons with the trouser-leg pulled down over it. 

    One night, having accepted a lift from Linz in the American zone to Vienna in a car driven by an American woman official of UNRRA – the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Agency, which had been founded two years before but was only now able to fulfill its planned role – I had had to cock it and release the safety-catch when we were flagged down at a Russian check-point. The soldier, who looked without comprehension at our passes, had been drinking and, for a few moments, it had seemed possible that thoughts of rape were crossing his mind. 

    She was a remarkable woman, Aleta Brownlee of San Francisco. Her task was to trace the children of those who had offended the Nazis – all Aryan, but not German – so had been taken from their parents and given new identities in German families. She thought that there were nearly seven thousand such lost children in Austria alone and finding them was difficult, because they had either been kidnapped when too young to remember their origins, or had been bullied into denying them. 

    ‘These kids are scared of admitting they’re not German, but sometimes you can tell if they’re lying,’ she explained. ‘A German kid will come right out and say, “Sure I’m German!” but a non-German will kind of falter. Or, you can look at the drawings they do in school: of course, the little ones all draw curly-tailed pigs and currant-eyed people, but some of the older ones may draw some long-forgotten scene from their early childhood and show some clue to the country they came from. But the best way is to have them play with children of other nationalities. Then, sooner or later, one of the first words they ever learned will slip right out and you know where their home should be.’ 

    But now a new destination was being talked about, which, although deep inside Russian-controlled Europe sounded even more beguiling than a weekend in Venice. This was Budapest. Since the last refugees had poured into Austria before the Red Army’s invasion of Hungary, little or no news had come out of the capital, although it was known that a small group of British liaison officers, presumably belonging to the Special Operations Executive and until recently attached to partisans, or engaged in recovering secret agents, was established there. Then a small party of correspondents had acquired a suitable movement order, set out for Budapest and, about a week later, returned with a tantalizing tale to tell. 

    Along the road, the Russians had stopped them only briefly to check their papers, or waved them on, and in Budapest they had had no difficulty in finding accommodation at the best hotel. Before leaving Vienna, they had taken advantage of the British field cashier’s willingness to change £10 in the British occupation forces’ currency into sterling and had then exchanged this into United States dollars at the American field cashier. In Budapest, they had then bought all, and more, of the Hungarian currency that they could need. With this, they said, they had dined on the finest black market food with the most beautiful women in their hotel suites, with gypsy orchestras playing behind screens, if they so desired. They had been able to buy any luxury that caught their eyes – Leica cameras, binoculars and so on – and, when they returned to Vienna, had been able to repeat the process in reverse, so that they still had the initial outlay in their pockets. 

    Not since the advance on Berlin had there been such an urge to press on to an objective. Movement orders were provided, currency exchanged and, early one September morning, two jeeps set out from the Salm Palais. It looked like a little military expedition: two Army drivers and their passengers in battledress; the jeeps stacked with kit-bags, bed-rolls and jerricans of petrol. In the first jeep rode our conducting officer, Captain Bernard Petre and myself; in the second, Maurice Watts, correspondent of the London Daily Sketch, and almost inevitably at that time and place, a young woman (French, apparently something to do with her country’s occupation force in Vienna and bound on some private mission to Budapest). We set out in a cloud of dust and ribald farewells. 

    The road through the Russian zone east of the city was depressing. The unharvested fields were deserted, the roads empty. In the wide, dusty streets of the villages that looked more Asiatic than European – and had, in fact, once been occupied by the Turks – only a few old people watched us speed past. Before the Hungarian frontier we stopped at a Russian check-point, where the guards glanced uncomprehendingly at our orders, saluted and waved us through. Set back from the road we saw a large house, now clearly a Soviet headquarters, with fluttering red flags and staff cars parked outside, but the sentries at the roadside ignored us. So we swept on into Hungary, spurred by the temptations of Budapest. 

    After nearly two hours on the road, we came to our first Hungarian town, Mosonmagyarovar, and, in the outskirts, a barrier and check-point blocked the road. There was much activity here with more armed Russian soldiers than customary and, beyond, there was much bustle around a line of horse-drawn covered wagons. We stopped and presented our papers and a cigarette to a soldier with a Mongolian face. He looked at the documents upside down and was about to hand them back when they were snatched from his hand by a lieutenant. He was a young man with fair hair and a hard face and wore the green-topped peaked cap of the NKVD field security police. He shuffled through the papers, then waved us away, saying, ‘You must return to Vienna.’ ‘Why?’ asked Captain Petre in German, ‘the papers are in perfect order.’ ‘Certainly the korrespondienti may go to Budapest but the jeeps’ – he pronounced it heeps – ‘may not. The licence documents for them are in English. They must be in Russian. Now you will go back.’ 

    Petre argued with him, but it was no good. We swung round in the road and headed back the way we had come. At the headquarters, we had passed earlier, we pulled in, at Petre’s suggestion, and were allowed to enter. Opening a door, we found a conference room where a meeting of Red Army officers was in progress. They scrambled to their feet and made us welcome; cigarettes were exchanged and a conversation somehow began about the relative merits of British and Russian tanks and the Potsdam conference. The latter, Petre reminded them, had confirmed that Hungary, while under Soviet military government, was under the domination of all the allies and therefore allied journalists should be allowed to enter. He explained what had delayed our journey and a Russian colonel expressed surprise, apologized and at once sat down to write and stamp Russian documents for the jeep, with an added note that we should be allowed to travel to Budapest without further delay. 

    So back to Mosonmagyarovar. There was now commotion beyond the check-point and the streets beyond were choked with wagons and soldiers. Our arrival provoked shouts in Russian and soldiers ran out to wave us down. With them was the NKVD lieutenant and to him we presented our new documents, Petre explaining how we had come by them. The Russian’s face knit with anger. ‘You have disobeyed my orders.’ he shouted. ‘I told you to return to Vienna. I put you all under arrest for as long as I wish. For three days – perhaps longer. I may send you to my own headquarters.’ An armed Russian jumped on to each jeep and we were ordered to drive into the town. 

    We protested, demanding to see the senior officer. ‘I give him the orders!’ said the lieutenant and a sergeant waved a bayonet to urge us on. The streets were in tumult, half blocked with wagons loaded with bundles and families and surrounded by a shouting, pushing crowd of civilians – they looked like gypsies – and Russian soldiers. We were now told to pull off the road and drive through the gates of a courtyard beside a house that was clearly a Soviet command-post. The doors slammed behind us. 

    With us in the courtyard were several men from the wagon-train outside. They were refugees with American passes to return from Germany to Rumania, they explained. But the Russians had stopped them here on some pretext and were taking their horses for their own cavalry. There was nothing we could do but commiserate and wait. Our guards were not hostile, particularly when I showed them a portrait of Marshal Zhukhov, the captor of Berlin, in an old copy of the Reader’s Digest, and we had all laughed when trying to explain to them the difference between the V1 and the V2 weapons. It was lunchtime and the guards went indoors, leaving us alone. One of our drivers was muttering that 8th Army lads would never have stood for this and would shoot their way out. We had noticed that, although the gates were locked, there was a side door to the street which was not. So Petre and I decided to go for a walk but, out of prudence, I took my little pistol from my boot and hid it under the baggage at the back of the jeep. 

    The two of us walked out unhindered. The street outside was still in confusion, with the wretched families being ordered off their wagons and into nearby cottages, while the Russians rummaged through their belongings. An older peasant came up and begged our assistance. While we were explaining that we were in the same predicament ourselves, a car came down the street, the driver hooted at us and his passenger, a burly man in civilian clothes leaned out of the window and asked in German what we were doing. ‘What are you doing?’ replied Petre testily. ‘We,’ they explained, ‘are the NKVD.’ 

    They were, it emerged from another branch of the service to the uniformed lieutenant and were sympathetic as Petre told our story, and became friendly when they discovered that he had fought alongside communist partisans in Italy. At this moment the lieutenant emerged from the command-post and a heated argument between him and the men in the car began in Russian. Eventually, he turned to us and said crossly, ‘Very well, you may go’ and jerked his head towards our prison. Thanking our saviours, we returned to the jeeps in the courtyard and started the engines. But when we asked the guards to open the gates they shook their heads. We were still under arrest. 

    For three hours we sat morosely in the jeeps, brooding on future possibilities. Perhaps the lieutenant would now send us to his headquarters, wherever that might be. Perhaps we might disappear as the Cossack officers had disappeared three months before. There had already been rumours of British officers mysteriously vanishing in areas occupied by the Red Army. Eventually, when it was evening, Petre and I again managed to get out and walked towards the main street of Mosonmagyarovar through which ran the highway to Budapest: perhaps we could hitch-hike back to Vienna and raise the alarm? In a little while, a car approached and we waved it down. It was the same NKVD officers who had stopped before. We explained our plight and the senior of the two accompanied us to remonstrate with our captors. Another argument ensued. At length the lieutenant agreed that we might go; but only back to Vienna. He wrote out an order and gave it to a soldier with a tommy-gun who thereupon climbed on to the back of our jeep. The gates were opened and we threaded our way between the looted wagons to the main road, turning westward. At the checkpoint, our Russian guard jumped off and took his written orders to the officer in charge. We did not wait for him to return, for fear had replaced caution. Both drivers trod on their accelerators and we lurched forward and along the road to Austria. 

    We travelled in silence. No longer was I day-dreaming about languorous Hungarian courtesans on leopard-skin rugs, but of the possibility that the NKVD lieutenant had not intended us to go free and that our guard’s orders had been to conduct us elsewhere. Would he now have telephoned to a Red Army unit on the road ahead, between us and freedom, and would we be met by a road-block, or even a burst of machine-gun fire? As night drew on, the road was deserted and no Russian soldiers sprang into our headlights. When we finally pulled up at the Salm Palais, dinner in the mess was long over, but we were more in need of whisky. 

    Our little adventure – so trivial in retrospect – caused something of a sensation, as Richard Dimbleby’s detention in Berlin had done in July. The news agencies reported it; next morning’s Daily Telegraph carried a news-story under the headline ‘JOURNALISTS ARRESTED’. My own report in the Leader – ‘Adventure with the Russians’ – warranted the announcement in bold type on the cover, ‘WITH THE RUSSIANS IN HUNGARY’. 

    The next day, a formal British protest was made to the Russians in Vienna. Their senior officer, General Blagodatov, apologized and promised that the NKVD lieutenant would be sentenced to five, or ten days’ imprisonment. Of course we might go to Budapest and he wrote a memorandum to that effect for General Kusmin, who dealt with such permits. But General Kusmin would not see us and when we told his staff officer that we had the necessary permission from General Blagodatov, he replied that it was none of his business. Other correspondents joined the chorus of applications to be told, ‘Get permission from the Hungarian mission in Vienna’ – there was no Hungarian mission – or, ‘We only sign passes on Mondays and Fridays’, or on any day but the one it was. 

    It seemed at the Salm Palais, that we might be stirring up counter-charges and even retaliation. Might our little party of pleasure-seekers be denounced as spies and our arrest be demanded? The possibility was taken seriously enough for me to be advised to fly out of Vienna for a week or so; a visit to the British occupation forces in Italy perhaps? 

    In the Dakota next day, I looked below for the road we had taken to Hungary and saw a great lake which could only be the Neusiedlersee in Russian-occupied Burgenland. Our pilot was therefore off-course to the east and at that moment two fighters – Yaks with red stars on their wings – flashed past and the Dakota heeled as it changed course to the south-west. For a moment I had though that those fighters were after me, the fugitive from Mosonmagyarovar, rather than shepherding our pilot back to his allocated route. It was then easy to laugh at that brief frisson but the chill of it never quite went away. From now on, the Russians would no longer be those jolly roughnecks at our drinking parties but sinister, mysterious and infinitely ominous. For me, the Cold War had begun. 

   





   

      

    Chapter Seven 

      

    From the terrace of the grand hotel, the lights of Naples, and of the Sorrento peninsula and Capri beyond, glittered like tinsel. It was a relief that darkness had covered the squalor and turmoil of the city. Here the war-damage had been mostly to the people and I had been walking, appalled, through the hot crowded streets of another city which might have found a place in Pilgrim’s Progress as a haunt of crime, disease and degradation. It was therefore with relief that I fell into conversation with the Royal Navy chaplain. 

    He was a handsome, slim young man with fair, wavy hair and his white tropical uniform was immaculate. What, to me, was so reassuring was that he represented the twin pillars of the old, reliable English society in which I had been brought up: the Church of England and the Royal Navy. My maternal grandfather had been a popular and gregarious suffragan bishop in Norfolk, of whose kindness and jollity those who had known him constantly reminded me. And an old friend of my father’s, who had coached me in mathematics during school holidays, was a square-jawed, athletic parson, whose most recent advice to me had been that one glass of sherry was enough for any young man because more might lead to ‘rotten talk’. Then the Royal Navy, with its discreet power, its ubiquitous presence and its omnipotence was, for the British Empire, the ultimate secular reassurance. 

    I had noticed the chaplain watching me in the lobby of the hotel and he had finally strolled over and remarked that I looked lonely. What a shame to be alone on such a lovely evening, he had continued. The view from his balcony was gorgeous, so why didn’t I come up for a drink? I accepted, partly for his company and partly because his views on the moral welfare of the Meditarranean Fleet in such a place as Naples, where veneral disease had caused more British casualties than had the Germans during the Italian campaign, would be interesting. 

    The chaplain’s suite was more like a boudoir than those severe rooms of Victorian mahogany and glass-fronted bookcases packed with ecclesiastical literature that I associated with the clergy. The view was as magnificent as he had promised but I felt uneasy there and, after gin and Campari, welcomed his suggestion that we might go down to the dining-room to eat. There, I questioned him about the sailor’s welfare: I had heard that five hundred ratings lived across the road in the Castel dell’Ovo, the medieval fortress that jutted into the bay; how could he and his colleagues save them from the moral perils of Naples? 

    ‘Don’t let’s talk about the sailors,’ whispered the chaplain over his glass of Asti Spumante. ‘Let’s talk about you.’ 

    In my innocence, I had never before been subjected to the sort of proposition to which he was now clearly leading the conversation and, in an effort to deflect it, began talking about the relative merits of different types of warship. Did he prefer the facilities of, say, a battleship, which would have its own chapel, or was he really a destroyer man at heart? But he persisted and the time had come for me to make my excuses and leave. Then I realized that I had left my cap in his suite and, as he accompanied me upstairs for me to retrieve it and as I backed away from the invitation in his large, soft eyes, I felt a touch of the same disillusionment and an urge to escape that I had experienced a week before when fleeing from the Russians. 

    The corruption of Naples seemed, to the visitor at least, limitless. Anything left unguarded would be stolen – even the wheels from a locked jeep – and almost anything could be bought on the black market. Skinny, ragged little boys who capered beside anyone in uniform were pimps and, it came to seem, any Neapolitan who was not ingratiating was hostile, and the newly-arrived were warned to avoid the narrow streets of tall houses where they would become targets for the contents of chamberpots emptied from upstairs windows. Amongst the British there was little, or no, pity for what these people had suffered – in Naples there had been epidemics of typhus, followed by bubonic plague – but contempt for the means so many chose to survive. There seemed to be no connection between this Italy and the Italy of Roman legislation, Renaissance art, opera and architecture. 

    In this climate, the British and Americans often seemed to be in decay as well. Even the Royal Navy, which prided itself on its efficiency and style, was not immune. A favourite topic of conversation was the efficiency and style with which it had carried out the only execution of one of its number – a petty officer who had deserted and joined the criminal underworld of Naples – during the war. He had been shot in one of the quarries behind the city and it had been neatly done: the firing squad of Royal Marines had been marched into position, grounded arms and marched away so as to be out of sight when the condemned man had been brought out, bound and blindfolded. Then they had been marched back, took up their rifles – some loaded with blank cartridges – taken aim and fired. It had all been quick and seemly. 

    In Italy, the British would often speak of the Yugoslavs as being the very opposites of the Italians: moral, resolute and brave. Those who had fought with the partisans, supplied them from Italian bases, or cared for their wounded, evacuated to Italy, told inspiring stories of their sterling qualities. These I found justified when I made my way there, entering Yugoslavia, which was suspicious of foreign journalists, under the auspices of UNRRA. I was never allowed to carry my own baggage, or to go without a bed – although I would always have preferred to sleep rough than brave the ravenous bugs – and offence would be taken if I refused to share a meal, or a bottle of rakia. 

    The sturdy partisans in their thick grey uniforms and jackboots; the village elders with the looks and dress of Balkan bandits; the womenfolk, working the fields and cooking meals while wearing their traditional, elaborate national costume; all welcomed the British stranger with robust enthusiasm. Sitting with them at a camp fire while a kid roasted on a spit for dinner, or later, linking arms with them to join in dancing the kola, was to feel a surge of confidence that human decencies had survived. 

    Yet this society, apparently so different from the Neapolitan, was also flawed. While passing through Trieste, which both Yugoslavia and Italy claimed (and which was to be held in trust by an Anglo-American force on behalf of the United Nations), I had been told of the terrible events of May. Marshal Tito’s partisans and the 8th Army’s New Zealand division had both raced for Trieste and the former had arrived first. Before withdrawing at the insistence of General Alexander, they had slaughtered thousands – some said five thousand – of those they thought to have collaborated with the Italian Fascists, or just opposed Yugoslav claims to the city. I was taken up into the barren hills above the city to see the dark mouths of potholes called foibas down which many of these people, linked together with wire, had been hurled alive; then tons of ammunition from a captured German dump nearby had been tipped after them. As we gazed into one abyss, a Triestini policeman tossed down a rock to demonstrate its depth: it struck a live shell and the ground shook and explosions thundered in the depths as we fled. 

    Travelling into Yugoslavia itself, such horrors were never distant. Sometimes it would be a destroyed village, where every male had been shot by the Germans; sometimes it would be another, where a German, Italian, or renegade garrison had been wiped out. The most hideous atrocities had become commonplace and photographs taken of them in progress, and found on captured enemies, would be passed round. It might then be mentioned, in a matter-of-fact manner, that that was why it had been necessary to execute between twenty and thirty thousand Yugoslav collaborators at the end of the war. Even while I was there, after the formal ending of the war, there were man-hunts and skirmishes in the mountains as partisans hunted down the last of their monarchist rivals, the Chetniks; their leader, General Mihailovich, was captured a few months later, tried and shot. 

    There was no official confirmation of these climactic massacres at the time and it was left to Tito’s wartime companion Milovan Djilas to admit to them. He did so with reluctance and shame, writing of them as ‘acts of frenzy’ when complaints began to reach the Belgrade government of underground rivers spewing out dead bodies and that ‘piles of corpses were heaving up as they rotted in shallow mass graves, so that the very earth seemed, to breathe.’ Such shootings of prisoners by OZNA, the Yugoslav equivalent to the NKVD, continued until the end of the year. 

    In Italy, it had been corruption; in Yugoslavia, cruelty. Beside the one or the other, our troubles further north – difficulties with the Russians, problems of refugees and the devastation of Germany – seemed relatively mild. So it was with relief that I made my way to the airfield at Udine in the Veneto to await a Dakota bound for Austria. The weather was bad and several times storm-clouds over the mountains turned us back as the thunderheads towered far higher than the twenty thousand feet, above which pilots did not like to fly without oxygen-masks for their passengers. 

    Finally a chasm opened in the cloud and we flew into it, bouncing in the turbulence as was customary in that weather at such an altitude, to which was added the excitement of having to disarm a passenger. An American colonel of artillery, a big, handsome man with cropped hair, was celebrating the beginning of his return home after the campaign in Italy with deep drinking from a bottle of vodka he carried with him. In the Dakota, he kept turning in his seat to stare out at the wing and shout, ‘Goddam squirrels!’ But when he fumbled in his pack and pulled out a pistol with which to shoot the squirrels he imagined dancing on the wing-tip, it was time for his companions to wrest it and the bottle from him. 

    I, too, was homeward bound via a series of airfields and public relations messes in Germany. The mood had changed since I had left for Austria a few weeks before. No longer did it feel like the aftermath of war; the presence of fighting soldiers was less apparent; there was a new air of comfort and ease in the lives of the British and American occupiers. The talk over drinks was no longer of loot but of the black market and currency exchange. 

    In the first weeks of peace, anything that might be connected with the German armed forces was obviously booty of war. The height of ambition was to drive a Mercedes-Benz staff car to one of the Channel ports and find a helpful captain of a tank landing ship to smuggle it to England, but such attempts usually ended at a military police check-point. Hugh Pond and his platoon did manage to sail a magnificent German yacht across to Copenhagen where the Navy agreed to ship it home to become the pride of the proposed Airborne Forces Sailing Club in the Solent, in return for lorry-loads of looted wine; having accepted the payment, the Navy failed to deliver the yacht. 

    Like most, I contented myself with more portable trophies, arriving back at Croydon or Dover, kit-bag clinking with Nazi insignia, pistols, a German officer’s sword and even a British steel helmet, which I had found hanging on the wall of a house in Schleswig-Holstein as a trophy of 1940, so as to present it to the Imperial War Museum. The luckiest found Leica cameras and Zeiss binoculars but I had to be content with gramophone records, my favourites being Wir Fahren gegen Engelland and a discordant German march composed for the Japanese marines. 

    But now such pilfering had been replaced by dealings on the black market. There was no problem in making pocket-money when a watch bought at a US Army Post Exchange shop could be sold outside at thirty times its purchase price and a bottle of whisky at seventy. Cigarettes remained currency and coffee a sound investment. American soldiers were able to change their profits in German currency into US dollars and send this home as American Express travellers’ cheques. Often such dealing was on a large scale and became regarded as criminal, even by those for whom a little looting and black marketeering seemed commonplace. 

    In northern Germany, Gerard Mansell sensed growing corruption amongst the newly-arrived civilians in the Military Government. In one case, a British civilian visited the more substantial houses in a suburb of Hamburg, threatening to requisition them and evict their owners unless they paid heavily for exemption. Near the Danish border, he found a British officer living in such splendour that an investigation was begun and it was found that his wealth came from sacks into which all surrendering German soldiers, and, later, all passing refugees, had to empty their pockets of currency. 

    Such disillusionment set in particularly fast amongst those officers who had fought in Germany and were now helping to establish a new sense of purpose and new values there. One such was Captain John Yeoman, a schoolmaster before joining the Army, who had given up command of a troop of Churchill tanks to join the Military Government. His kreis, the size of an English county, lay between the town of Wolfsburg, south of Celle, and the border of the Russian zone; his responsibilities included education and youth organizations, public works and highways and historical monuments. Education was his particular interest and the prospect was depressing. Most teachers he found to be so tainted by Nazi philosophy that it was almost impossible to find enough to take the classes. This was particularly poignant since he found German youth pathetically eager for news of the outside world. In vain, he pleaded with his superiors to provide textbooks, or, indeed, any reading material to replace the discarded Nazi school-books. ‘The future depends upon our being able to win the minds of German youth,’ he declared. ‘We must not allow them to be misled again. The Russians understand this and are making tremendous efforts to re-educate them while we are throwing our chance away.’ 

    He himself tried to open the children’s minds, telling them that Britain, too, had been at fault in its time – a confession which amazed them – and that, in studying the history of Europe, they must begin to think for themselves. He opened youth clubs, starting with boating expeditions in canoes made from the fuel drop-tanks used by fighter aircraft. His schools were overcrowded, the children attending in two shifts; one in the morning, one in the afternoon. They were short not only of school-books but even of pencils and paper. John Yeoman’s conviction that we were losing the opportunity to convert a generation of young Germans was confirmed when he heard that he and other officers, who shared his views, were to be replaced by civilians newly recruited in Britain. He warned his secretary, a Prussian girl, ‘You will now get civilians who will be out for what they can get.’ ‘I understand,’ she replied. ‘We sent our scum to administer Poland.’ Although officers like Yeoman might remain in Germany for several more months, the administration was handed over by the Military Government Branch in September to the Allied Control Commission for Germany. If Yeoman’s worst apprehensions were not fulfilled, the quality of the newcomers could be said to have been mixed. 

    Now that the fighting was over, the prisoners released and the Nazi leaders dead or imprisoned, the news from Germany had lost its fascination. There was acceptance of the facts that some thirteen million Germans were homeless, as were more than two million ‘displaced persons’ still in Germany; in the whole of Europe, the homeless were estimated at twenty-five million. Even the prospect of a calamitous winter failed to carry a message of urgency. Most Germans were receiving less than half the British wartime rations – about one thousand calories a day, as against a guaranteed minimum of two thousand, and it was being estimated that, if the winter was hard, as many as ten million could die of malnutrition and disease. Food riots were to be expected in the ruined cities. 

    Across the Continent, war crimes trials had now become routine but long reports of the evidence – mostly accounts of concentration camp horrors and mass executions – had ceased to shock with their familiarity. In any case, the trials of SS officers and warders were about to be overshadowed by the spectacular trials of the surviving Nazi leaders, which were due to begin at Nuremburg in November. For this, the most celebrated correspondents, who had drifted away from Germany in the early summer, would be returning. 

    Back in London at the end of September, I found that events in Germany, and beyond, now commanded little attention and that the bright-eyed eagerness of the spring had turned to moody introspection. There were still as many young men and women in uniform but their presence no longer implied a shared resolution. London was no longer the brave, beleaguered capital of the Empire; it was now just battered and shabby. The more ephemeral signs of war were going fast: the barrage balloons had gone, of course; so had the green mesh from the windows of buses and trains; the concrete and sandbag blast-walls were being removed from the entrances to public buildings; in parks and squares, the public shelters were gradually being removed, the trenches filled and rolled into fields for allotments. The early months of the year – the time of the bombardment by V-weapons and victory celebrations – had faded into history. Throughout the autumn, the newspapers – still as brief as in wartime since newsprint rationing continued – were full of descriptions of atrocities as war crimes trials continued in Europe and as preparations for them began in the Far East. Retribution was now reaching beyond the perpetrators of the horrors to those who had been ultimately responsible: in Oslo, Vidkun Quisling was hanged; in Paris, Pierre Laval was shot. In London, William Joyce – the wartime broadcaster from Germany, ‘Lord Haw-Haw’ – and John Amery, son of the Tory politician Leo Amery, who had collaborated with the Nazis in wartime Germany – were both hanged for treason. 

    Several factors had combined to overcast the outlook. The street lights had been shining again for months but otherwise there was little change in daily life. Food rationing continued and, in some areas, was more severe; a little petrol was allowed for private motoring but travel abroad was only possible with special permission. 

    What had changed was ominous. In the cities there had been a sudden upsurge in crime when the war ended. In London, police statistics showed that, in the second half of the year, the number of criminal offences rose by a quarter (this included two hundred and thirty-two cases of ‘mugging’ in the street, compared with five thousand, eight hundred and eighty-nine in 1981). 

    In the world outside, the thunderclouds gathered. Immediately the war against Japan had been won, President Truman had announced the end of Lend-Lease aid; leaving Britain to face immense debts for the cost of the war and the reconstruction of industry and commerce. The Russians, it was now recognized, were behaving more like potential enemies than allies, inspiring a dread that the platitudinous communiqués issued after the meeting at Potsdam, and the subsequent conference of foreign ministers in London, did nothing to dispel. The atomic bomb had been successfully tested on Japanese cities but, although it was still only in trusted American hands, one day it would inevitably be stocked in other armouries. Even the British Empire looked less eternal than it had in the spring and not only because Churchill, the standard-bearer of benevolent imperialism, had been voted out of office. 

    Other nations’ empires were crumbling fast and British troops found themselves fighting to reimpose French rule in Indo-China and Dutch in Indonesia. Cracks were even appearing in our own imposing facade, and not only in India, where they had been opening for years. In October, a British constable of the Palestine Police was killed in an ambush by Jewish terrorists near Haifa. At the end of the month, Field Marshal Lord Alanbrooke – the former Sir Alan Brooke, who had been awarded a barony in September – was staying in Jerusalem with the High Commissioner, Lord Gort, who had commanded the British Expeditionary Force in France before the evacuation from Dunkirk, and noted in his diary. ‘Came down the breakfast to find that the Jews had started being troublesome during the night. They had attacked the railway at eighty different spots and had made an attack on Lydda station.’ A few days later, there were riots in Cairo against the British domination of Egypt and fears of British support for the Zionists in Palestine. 

    This unease was beneath the surface of daily life, which was stimulated by the re-unification of families, by men and women returning to, or beginning, jobs unconnected with war, or settling down to complete their education. But it was not always the homecoming that had been dreamed about, as Theodora FitzGibbon noted: ‘Wives found that husbands who had left as young, almost innocent men returned as disillusioned, weary, war-shocked individuals, unable to settle down to family life, or find a job. Wives, too, had changed after years of living alone bringing up a family, or, if they hadn’t lived alone, that only complicated matters further and added to the frustration and feeling of uselessness.’ 

    An alert foreigner could soon notice it and one of these was William L. Shirer, who visited London in October. ‘The great, grimy city in the Indian summer of the last few days strikes a returning traveller, at first glance, as being almost as gay as it used to be in the peace days when June came,’ he wrote. ‘Yet underneath there is little gaiety. Underneath, the people of London share the gloom that has settled over Europe with the approach of winter. They are deeply concerned over the failure of the London conference of foreign ministers. They are depressed at the mere contemplation of the atomic age, and they put the two – the atomic age and the conference fiasco – together. How on earth, they say, are we going to save ourselves from being liquefied by the atom bomb when the foreign ministers of the victorious Allies cannot even agree on the procedure for drawing up a peace treaty with Bulgaria? 

    ‘It would be idle to get the idea that Russia is the only country that provides the British with misgivings. They have plenty in regard to the United States, too … No Britisher is enthusiastic about the state of the world in which he sees the American colossus getting a lead start in the race for markets and control of air and sea transportation.’ 

    Since 17th August, the day on which President Truman had halted American aid, the British had looked aghast at the prospect ahead. For five years, it had been taken for granted that their stand against Germany from the fall of France until the entry of the United states into the war, had been the premium for an almost eternal annuity. As his supplicant, Attlee sent to Washington the economist Lord Keynes; a strange man, arrogant but artistic, who argued his philosophy of stimulating industry through the demand for consumer goods, with the same passion that he proposed subsidies for the performing arts; a subtle, difficult man seeming to belong more to the Rennaissance than the Bloomsbury Set of well-to-do, bohemian intellectuals. The year before, Keynes had played an important part in the economics conference at Bretton Woods in the United States, which had launched the two financial agencies, the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. 

    Now Keynes returned to Washington to ask for massive financial aid for his country on the grounds that future American prosperity would inevitably be based on past British sacrifice. Amongst the special pleading, for which he was briefed, were details of the relative cost of the war to Britain and to the United States. British war casualties in killed and missing had been proportionately three and a half times as high as the American; fifty-five per cent of the British labour force had been mobilized into the armed forces, or war industry, against forty per cent of the American; there had been three times the level of deterioration in industrial plant in Britain as in the United States; Britain had expended thirty-five times as much of its foreign investment as had the United States; British consumption of civilian goods had decreased by sixteen per cent, while American consumption had increased by the same amount; the British fleet of merchant ships had been reduced by more than half through war losses, while the American had quadrupled; the total British war expenditure had been fifty per cent higher than the American and the resulting national debt greater by almost the same proportion. 

    Amongst the new Labour Members of Parliament, many were too busy, or were still being swept along by the current of their own enthusiasm, to feel any immediate qualms. Christopher Mayhew was too involved in preparing plans for nationalization with Herbert Morrison to have any apprehensions at this time. Woodrow Wyatt remained hopeful that the Russians would find themselves able to trust, and cooperate with, a Labour government and was confident that ‘the atomic bomb would make it certain that there would never be another war.’ Harold Lever, a believer in the mixed economy, thought that even the Tories would come to realize that the economic philosophy proposed by Keynes would open the way to prosperity. John Freeman, who had thrown himself into his unexpected career as a politician, lost the edge of his enthusiasm as he realized – partly from events in Berlin – that the Russians were being ‘terribly tiresome’, but it took his new friendship with Aneurin Bevan to bring home the importance of this: ‘Nye Bevan had no illusions about the Russians and was anti-communist. That a socialist could be so was a new concept to me and it opened my eyes.’ 

    Denis Healey, who had lit the torch of political passion at the Blackpool conference, had not been able to win the Yorkshire seat of Pudsey and Otley, although he had cut the huge Conservative majority by eight-five per cent. But he had made useful contacts with the Labour Party leadership – particularly Hugh Dalton, who had been earmarked for Foreign Secretary until Attlee decided he wanted ‘a tank rather than a sniper’ and chose Ernest Bevin; and Professor Harold Laski – and they invited him to join the headquarters secretariat at Transport House. First, he had to return briefly to Italy, where he refused another offer: to write the official history of the Italian campaign. Returning home for demobilization, he also refused a fellowship at Oxford University and then ‘wearing my hard little pork-pie demob hat’ went to work for the Labour Party and married just before Christmas. His job was to be Secretary of the International Department, which mostly involved making contacts with socialist movements in other European countries. Like most people, Healey had admired the Russians and trusted them as allies; but now his eyes, too, were to be opened to the attitudes of the Soviet government. As he began to correspond with socialist parties in eastern Europe, it began to dawn on him that – with the possible exception of Czechoslovakia – such exchanges were likely to be brief because, as he put it, ‘the Russians were destroying the socialists wherever they found them.’ 

    The first hopes to be destroyed were those of the standard-bearers of the socialist crusade that had won the general election. Foremost among these was Tom Hopkinson of Picture Post, who had done more than most non-communist editors to present the Russians as friendly, rational people with whom the reconstruction of Europe could happily be shared. Nothing could be farther removed, he felt, from the hopes of his readers, which he saw as the introduction of the welfare state – full employment, free medical attention and the opening up of the educational system. 

    After VE-Day, Hopkinson had, with the enthusiastic support of Edward Hulton, published many forward-looking, constructive articles aimed at encouraging wartime enthusiasm in peace. Indeed, in the issue of 18th August, which had gone to press before the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima on the 6th, Hulton himself had written an article entitled, ‘a welcome to a new world’, in which he warmly welcomed the Labour government, proclaiming, ‘I am more delighted than I can say that Mr Ernest Bevin has gone to the Foreign Office. Mr Bevin has not been to a public school. But his formal education is probably as good, and his general education infinitely better, than most of those who have.’ Here was a Foreign Secretary, he continued, to make friends with the left-wing movements that had arisen in Europe during the war. 

    The next issue was sombre with the news of nuclear weapons. It quoted Harold Nicolson’s extraordinary prophesy in his novel, Public Faces, published fifteen years before, when he described a disastrous experiment with an ‘atomic bomb’. This had subsequently been used to impose disarmament, becoming ‘an instrument of peace’, as Picture Post explained, ‘just as millions of men and women all over the world are today praying that it shall do in reality.’ But that week, Hopkinson’s optimism began to fade. He was aware that the whole base of the British economy had been sacrificed to win the war and that the country was deeply in debt to the United States. He feared American hostility not only towards the Soviet Union but also the Labour Party in Britain. Before the war, he had expected that, while India would achieve independence in the foreseeable future, the rest of the Empire was likely to continue for at least half a century; but now he began to fear that the whole edifice was about to crumble. 

    His apprehensions were confirmed when the meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers in London again demonstrated that the world was splitting into East and West. This, he wrote in Picture Post at the beginning of October, could be ‘the preparation of the most tremendous war of all time: a war after which there may, literally, be nothing left.’ The prospects, he added, could only be ‘profoundly disturbing to ordinary men and women.’ 

    This was a short article, filling a quarter of a page beneath a photograph of Molotov, ‘the Soviet Foreign Commissar’, leaving the London conference. But Hopkinson had a more substantial sequel in mind. His magazine had a tradition of publishing long, serious political articles, sometimes propounding opposing views on opposite pages; its own policy, of course, favouring those towards the left. ‘After the news of the atom bomb, there were great discussions in the office on policy,’ he recalled. ‘By the autumn, I had come to feel that I should write a major article quite unlike anything we had published before. This would say that, despite our high hopes of the spring of the year, the future was going to be far more difficult than any of us had expected. We were faced with a long series of crises: economic, industrial, international and military. There would be one cliff-hanger after another; it was inevitable. I was acutely depressed at the outlook. But I could offer no solutions. I could only have urged people to live from day to day. So I did not write the article.’ 

    During the last quarter of the year, Hopkinson continued to publish illustrated articles with a serious, constructive purpose and a hopeful, generally socialist, viewpoint. These included the conversion of war industries to peacetime production, the welfare of refugees, town planning, the afforestation of moorland, housing problems, the reform of industrial management and the peaceful uses of atomic power. But the former, buoyant optimism seemed muted. It was, perhaps, noteworthy that just before Christmas prominence was given to an article about the possibilities of emigration to Australia. 

    Another unfamiliar type of photographic feature now began to appear in both Picture Post and the Leader. These, spread across two pages, would be photographs of couples: mostly young, sleek and laughing, dancing together, or seated at tables cluttered with glasses. The headlines above these features would be such as ‘hollywood night club’, ‘the stars’ night out at the cameramen’s party’ and ‘hollywood celebrates’. Some of the faces would be those of famous film actors and actresses, perhaps with their less recognizable wives and husbands, but it was enough if they were young, beautiful and apparently happy. 

    This was as much an expression of envy as simple escapism. Life in Britain and on the Continent had not become more comfortable and it had lost the danger which had given it excitement and a sense of purpose. Instead of those leafy new towns and the flights of high fashion that had been talked about during the war, the British were having to be content with portable, prefabricated houses and ‘utility’ styles in rationed clothes and furniture. So it was some compensation to gloat over photographs of those already semi-deified by Hollywood films as they frolicked at the Mocambo, or El Morocco. 

    There was another reason why editors felt that such trivia met a need. At the beginning of the year, London had been the undoubted capital of the West: bloody but unbowed; its streets crowded with the fighting men of the Allied cause; the city from which Winston Churchill, half-American by birth and often seeming to speak for Americans as well as the British, since the death of Roosevelt, could put mass-emotions into words. Now it was no longer so: it had become lacklustre and without purpose beyond survival of the coming winter. In its streets, the talk was not speculation over the timing of victory but how long coal stocks would last. 

    Now the fulcrum of the English-speaking world was on the far side of the Atlantic. The quiet assumption of leadership by the United States that had inevitably begun when America entered the war, could now be seen by all as complete. The seat of political power was clearly Washington; of commerce, New York; of entertainment, Hollywood; the whole seen together as an American amalgam, its image dependent upon the individual imagination. Every Briton had met Americans in the past four years but only a tiny minority had been to America. Now the British looked to a dominant and far distant place for help and inspiration. 

    So it was with intense excitement that I heard that my next assignment was not only to go to New York but to go there by air. Some thirty-seven thousand American-built bombers and transports had been flown across the Atlantic during the war, but passenger travel by civil airliner was still something to marvel at. Airships had begun to make the ocean-crossing in 1928, when the Germans flew the Graf Zeppelin to New York, but, after the crash of the Hindenburg nine years later, these had been succeeded by flying-boats. The British airline, Imperial Airways, concentrated on the route to India as an aerial ‘Lifeline of the Empire’, leaving the Americans to pioneer the trans-Atlantic service. This began to carry passengers in the summer of 1939 using Boeing 314 flying-boats but, although the British made proving flights to the United States in the same year, the outbreak of war put a stop to plans for a commercial service. 

    In 1941, the newly-named British Overseas Airways Corporation did begin a regular trans-Atlantic passenger service using American aircraft. Three Boeing flying-boats were bought to operate from Baltimore, and seven converted Liberator bombers to fly from Montreal. At this time, the flying-boats, which could carry up to thirty passengers, were to operate a weekly service for the most important passengers, flying from Poole in Dorset to Baltimore via the Azores, or a more southerly route, crossing between West Africa and Brazil, which took five days. The Liberators were primarily to return the crews that had ferried aircraft to Britain but were free to carry passengers when eastward-bound. Each was manned by a crew of five and usually carried twenty-six passengers. 

    At first it was thought that the North Atlantic route was too dangerous to fly in winter because of storms and the risk of ice. But wartime necessity made this essential and Liberators flew to and fro – eventually operating three services a week out of Montreal – battering against head-winds and storms, the whole journey via Labrador or Newfoundland sometimes lasting more than twenty-four hours; sixteen hours of this, or more, being flying-time. The feat of crossing the Atlantic in all weathers at heights of up to twenty-five thousand feet was described by The Times’s Aeronautical Correspondent as ‘one of the most courageous air ventures ever made. 

    I was to fly out by flying-boat and home by Liberator, the purpose of the invitation from BOAC being to publicize their long-haul services which would soon again be competing with foreign airlines. Although only passengers sponsored by government departments were now eligible to fly, publicity for future air travel had already begun and Picture Post had just sent a reporter and photographer to describe the British flying-boat service to India. While my main task would be to write about air travel, I was also to spend some time in New York, the city which then seemed the fount of all things new and exciting. 

    It was curious to be packing once again in my bed-sitting-room at Miss Jolly’s boarding-house with so different a journey in prospect. Having long grown out of the tweed and grey flannel suits I had worn as a boy before the war, and possessing only one civilian suit of thin ‘utility’ cloth, I chose to travel in the uniform to which the ribbon of the France and Germany Star now combined with the Sam Browne belt to suggest, even more than hitherto, the school production of Journey’s End. Amongst my contemporaries I was much envied because, of late, New York had been seen by the young as the source of travellers’ tales almost as bizarre as those of fabulous creatures told in the Middle Ages. In particular there was a singer named Frank Sinatra. At the beginning of the year when visiting a friend, who worked for the BBC at Broadcasting House, I had listened with amazement to a recording newly arrived from New York. Sinatra had sounded to me much like any other crooner but, as his moaning voice died away, there was an upsurge not of applause, or even cheers, but screams. Girls not only screamed when he sang, I was told, but actually fainted. This seemed too ridiculous to be true, but it was one of the extreme oddities that gave a sense of discovery to the journey about to begin. 

    This began a few hundred yards from where the bus had been when the V2 rocket struck the Royal Hospital. Airways House, which had been the Art Deco headquarters of Imperial Airways, stood in Buckingham Palace Road and backed on to the railway lines from Victoria Station so that it was from a private platform that the thirty passengers bound for Baltimore boarded the Pullman coach of the train taking them to Poole harbour. 

    There, the great, grey flying-boat Bristol rocked gently at her moorings. She was powered by four engines and differed from her British equivalents in that she had a three-finned tail and, instead of floats on struts beneath the wings, had two sponsons jutting out either side at the waterline, like stubby wings, and it was on to these that we stepped from the launch that took us out to her. Within, she was all comfort – in delightful contrast to the military transports in which I had hitherto flown – with a saloon furnished with sofas; forward, bunks secluded by curtains: aft, a bedroom in the tail with a double bed, known as ‘the honeymoon suite.’ 

    We departed that grey December afternoon, roaring across the water of the harbour, throwing aside sheets of spray, heading south for Lisbon. Flying at only a few thousand feet, we watched dusk fall on the sea as tea was served and, after dinner, as the linen table-cloths were being removed, we saw the lights of the city and swooped down to alight on the Tagus. A launch was waiting out on the dark water to take us ashore for coffee and liqueurs served in a charming, tiled room by smiling Portuguese. 

    Back on board, the passengers tucked up between the sheets after take-off and, next morning, awoke to find the saloon lit by the orange glare of sunlight reflected from the Sahara. Then the sand and rock of French and Spanish Morocco gave way to the jungles of Senegal and shining rivers and conical, thatched huts and distant humpy hills of Rider Haggards’ Africa. Past Dakar and then, at lunchtime, alighting on the Gambia river at Bathurst. 

    The rest of the day was to be spent ashore in the little colony that was the British Empire of my imagination. Grinning Africans in bright robes; brisk British in starched shorts. A cheerful market selling multi-coloured fruit and vegetables and tins of British cigarettes advertised on the labels as having been ‘Smoked Regularly by His Late Majesty King Edward VII.’ In the suburbs, the white bungalows of the British with their wide verandahs, shaven lawns and flowering shrubs. There was tea at the BOAC rest house, then dinner after the tropical darkness quickly fell and we took off from the river and began to cross the South Atlantic at its narrowest point. 

    Next morning – forty-five hours after leaving Poole – the Bristol touched down on the Rio Natal, where it reaches the coast of Brazil. As we taxied to our moorings, the wash of the flying-boat sent giant red crabs scuttling up the mud-banks and a boat waited to take us to breakfast ashore. The stop was brief and, after a quick tour of Natal by bus, we were back on board and a lady passenger said excitedly, ‘How exciting! We’re going to fly the Atlantic!’ Told that we had already done so while asleep, she explained that she thought Natal was in South Africa. 

    The jungles of Brazil stretched into a hazy infinity – a solid mat of green leaves with, here and there, the gleam of water beneath – until we saw it split by the wide, brown waters of the Amazon. The flying-boat alighted on the river by the town of Belem, where the night was to be spent in an old hotel where geckos flickered across the high ceilings. This was as much a place of my imagination as the Gambia had been: crumbling Spanish churches, dusty streets, brightly-tiled houses and an air of slow decay. In the railway station, a brass-bound locomotive stood with its bell-shaped funnel steaming; made in England and dated 1891. That evening, we joined the strollers under the flowering trees, where soldiers hung with medals awarded for recent participation in the Italian campaign tried to catch the dark eyes of girls promenading arm in arm. 

    The Amazonian jungle spread out below us again next morning when we left for Trinidad. Flying at between one and two thousand feet the Equator was crossed and later the sand and surf along the shore of French Guyana as cold chicken and a pleasantly dry white wine was being served for lunch. The sun was high and hot so that the little fluffy clouds threw sharp, black shadows on to the poison-green sea. The flying-boat banked and gently dived low above a group of yellow islands to circle around the largest of them. On this stood massive buildings, with wings stretching out from a central rotunda. Either side of these wings could be seen tiny walled yards like those of back-to-back terraces of Victorian industrial dwellings in Lancashire. In most of these pens stood a single figure, looking upward. As we, wineglasses in hand, gazed down, the purser bustled into the saloon and announced, ‘Have a guess what that place is? It’s Devil’s Island.’ 

    It was the French penal colony of Ile du Diable, most renowned for the length of the sentences of solitary imprisonment served there. For a few moments our eyes met those of the prisoners across a thousand feet of air before the flying-boat banked again and headed north-west for Port of Spain. 

    This, too, was the British Empire of the imagination and Christmas Day broadcasts from its farthest-flung outposts. Hot and humid; cobalt sea, emerald jungle and white houses with intricate Victorian porches and balconies so that it suggested a tropical but genteel resorr of that period, like Bexhill. In the Queen’s Hotel, tea was being served beneath the revolving fans while, outside, came the click of ball on bat and the occasional scatter of clapping hands from a cricket match. 

    One of the passengers, a doctor, was leaving the Bristol to make his way to Barbados, where he worked. He talked over tea of the idyllic life he lead, the sumptuous scenery of his island and the white coral sand beaches of the Caribbean. ‘Barbados is the nearest thing to the Garden of Eden,’ he said. ‘You just sit on your backside and look at the stars. Our next job is to build up the tourist trade; that could be our future.’ He was speaking of American tourists, of course, because the idea that European tourists – other than millionaires – would ever cross the Atlantic for a holiday in the West Indies was ridiculous. 

    The fourth and last last night of the journey was spent sleeping through the flight to Bermuda. We were woken at half-past four in the morning to look down on an archipelago of dark green islands edged with surf, set in a deep blue and peacock green ocean; then skimming over the white roofs of expensive houses to touch down on a calm lagoon near Hamilton. Ham and eggs, oranges and bananas – all rarities to the British for six years – ashore, then off again to fly low beneath ragged grey clouds, above a rough sea, bouncing through the turbulence to North America. 

    Five days out from Dorset, we crosssd the coast of Maryland and a low, drab shore and distant factory chimneys were my first Sight of Eldorado. The flying-boat touched the water amongst rusting merchant ships and distant prospects of a grim and grimy seaport. Even when ashore, Baltimore was disappointing, for Hollywood had not prepared me for an ugly, dirty city with buildings that, until we were within sight of the Lord Baltimore Hotel, had no pretensions to architectural style. The people seemed to match their town. Where were those sleek, smiling young people in those photographs from the Copacobana and the Rainbow Room? They were certainly not here. 

    But the rail journey to New York – arriving there six days after leaving London – introduced an experience of memorable power. No first century Briton can have walked through Imperial Rome with more of a sense of wonder than that enveloping me as I gazed at the immensity of the topless towers of Manhattan, their summits lost in cloud. Nor was I alone in my awe: the avenues, Times Square, and the glittering canyon of 42nd Street, were crowded by other young people – young Americans home from Europe, or the Pacific – whose excited eyes reflected the blaze and sparkle of the lights. The zest and optimism in the air was as electric. 

    On the fronts of theatres, lights spelled out the names of ten new musicals – Oklahoma!, On the Town, Carousel, Up in Central Park and the rest – and, at the Paramount cinema, the film Hold that Blonde (the blonde being Veronica Lake) was supported by a singer. ‘In Person!’ declared the advertisements. ‘Hold your seats when Frank Sinatra sings the songs you love!’ Everywhere was music, music, music: in the cocktail lounges of the hotels, girls in long dresses sang to the accompaniment of white grand pianos; in night clubs, young men with quiffed hair crooned in sequined tuxedos; after dinner, the more sophisticated would leave the supper clubs and take taxis to Harlem for the jazz. 

    All this exciting entertainment would be crossing the Atlantic now that the war was over, I was told, just as the movies always had. But there was one new film which would really shock the British, they said, and what they described shocked me. It was a ‘Western’ with the innocuous title, The Outlaw, and the leading actress was a certain Jane Russell, of whom I had not heard. ‘But you soon will!’ they cried. It had been made before America had entered the war but, until now, had been banned as indecent because of the low cut of the heroine’s blouse. During this time, Jane Russell had been promoted by the most concentrated publicity campaign Hollywood had yet mounted and this was shortly to begin in Britain before the film itself arrived. Most of the publicity seemed simply brash, like the slogan displayed everywhere, ‘She’s Mean, Moody, Magnificent!’ What shocked me was another, which struck my tender sensibilities in such matters as obscene: under a photograph of the actress thrusting her magnificent bosom against that low, tight blouse was the question, ‘What are the Two Great Reasons for Jane Russell’s Success?’ 

    I had been given an introduction to a rich divorcée, the former wife of a collector of French Impressionists, who lived on Park Avenue. She invited me to call at half-past four but, instead of the expected tea, cocktails were presented; Proxy Parents telephoned for a baby-sitter for her child; and a party assembled in my honour. I forget who the other guests were – indeed, I had forgotten next morning – for I was unused to drinking spirits. At twenty, I had been the worse for drink on four occasions, all in that year – in the wardrooms of motor torpedo-boats at Yarmouth when a North Sea operation had been cancelled; at a British officers’ party near Kiel, which had been accompanied by the playing of Nazi marching songs on a gramophone; and twice with the Red Army in Vienna – and now, again, the floor was beginning to sway like a deck and my speech slur as I tried to answer the questions of eager New Yorkers. The line of their questioning I did, however, remember: it was about the Battle of Britain and the Blitz, the legendary time before the United States had entered the war. I began to feel a curiosity from a quaint, if exciting, past in my ridiculous uniform. 

    Four years before, an English visitor from London would have been the hero of the hour, a Spartan from Thermopylae. But so much had happened since. My hosts and hostesses had won their own war – with some help from various allies – and their interest politely waned. Indeed, as my incoherence increased, bright conversation continued across the table in the supper club, where the walls were draped and swagged with pink, pleated taffeta and exotic delicacies like soft-shelled crabs and frogs’ legs were set before us. Incapable of participation, I sat there between two handsome, jewel-encrusted women as they talked across me about a world of riches, luxury and power that seemed to have no connection with that to which I had belonged a week before. 

    Next day, I was to find more suitable company. My preference was more towards ice cream – particularly chocolate with hot fudge sauce and pecan nuts – than alcohol and I was eating one such soothing confection in the Coffee Shop at the RCA Building in the Rockefeller Center, when a girl seated herself in the empty place across my table. 

    Her hair was soft and dark, her eyes blue and lively; and, since I assessed feminine beauty with film stars as my criterion, she suggested Vivien Leigh. She looked across at the theatrical figure eating ice cream and said, ‘Hi, I’m Dottie McCall and I’m a dancer. I’m just crazy about that uniform. What are you?’ I tried to explain and countered by asking whether she was dancing in one of the big Broadway musicals. ‘Just ballet class,’ she replied. ‘I work for a radio station. In the mail room. But I do dance. I dance for hospitalized vets.’ 

    My startlement at the thought of an audience of veterinary surgeons was dispelled by her description of young, convalescent veterans of the war just ended. Dottie, I learned, was eighteen, Irish-American and lived in Hell’s Kitchen, a district, she said, noted for its gangsters. She was as effervescent as she was pretty and readily agreed to my suggestion that she become my guide to New York. 

    Unlike British girls of her age that I had known, she was unselfconscious and her brisk chatter was wry and challenging; her attitude that of a street-wise child. She had had thirty-six proposals of marriage – five of them in the week of VJ-Day – she announced, but she still gave her heart to movie stars, particularly to one Van Johnson (‘I guess he’s not handsome but he’s so American – he goes straight to every American heart.’) What about Frank Sinatra? What did she think of the extraordinary scenes of hysteria when he sang? ‘Oh that? I screamed along with the rest. Frankie’s agent got us to swoon at one of his shows for a few bucks. Guess it caught on and boy! did we tear the clothes off Frankie’s back!’ Only metaphorically, however, for Dottie was chaste and was careful to let me know that she carried ‘mad money’ in her purse in case she had to take a cab home to Hell’s Kitchen by herself. 

    She was, or had lately been, one of the teen-age American girls collectively known as ‘bobbysoxers’ because of the white ‘bobby socks’ they wore and, as such, she assumed a new interest in my eyes and; after our expeditions, I would record her comments on this and that as diligently as I might have noted those of the survivor of a V-weapon attack, or a captured SS officer earlier in the year. 

    Towards me, as a representative of an equally unfamiliar breed, she was bantering and a little patronizing. She sharply criticized the British for rejecting Churchill at the election (‘Gee, but you have short memories.’), British girls (‘My friends are mad at English war brides – I’m not.’) and the British class system (‘You have just rich and poor in England – no middle-class, like us.’) She showed surprise when I failed to conform to such preconceptions: when eating ‘chicken-in-the-rough’ – with our fingers – she laughed, ‘What’d happen if you acted this way in England? Guess the nobility would have you banished!’ When I attempted a joke, she replied, ‘Englishman with a sense of humour, huh? You should be in a museum.’ 

    There was also a little hardness about her. She liked to tell me about gun-fights between police and gangsters in Hell’s Kitchen and how, just recently, she had been taking cover from one behind a news-stand and ‘a cop started shooting over my head. I said, “Hiding behind a woman’s skirts, huh?” He just laughed.’ Once, when I took her to a cinema, the main film was preceded by a documentary about war crimes trials in Germany. To my horror, they began to show in detail the hangings of Peter Back, Peter Kohn and Matthias Gierens that Mervyn Peake and I had managed to avoid attending. As the black hood and noose was pulled over Back’s head, I shut my eyes and whispered to Dottie that I could not look. ‘I can,’ she whispered back. ‘I could see ’em cut in little pieces.’ 

    Her cheerful boastfulness over all things American including her refusal to believe that the British had played any part in the development of radar, the jet engine, or the atomic bomb – led to arguments and, probably in an attempt to counter my pomposity over this, she suggested that I begin to wear civilian clothes. This involved visits to department stores and, for me, a new realm of inhibition. In the England I knew, it was almost indecent for a man to think about his dress or appearance in terms other than practicality and a degree of smartness. Before the war, a middle class man might order a new suit each year, but each was likely to be cut to the same pattern as the last and the material was always subfusc. Hair was cut short at the back and sides and dashing young cavalry officers, who had a habit of allowing theirs to curl just slightly behind the ears, but inches above the collar, were dismissively described as ‘long-haired’. 

    American men were, at this time, given to wearing wide ties coloured with vivid, abstract patterns and loose jackets with heavily-padded shoulders. But they were also subjected to advertising campaigns proclaiming London as the fount of male fashion. One advertisement for ‘Savile Row type suits’ claimed that ‘there is an air of Empire as well as Fifth Avenue’ about them, while a drawing of male models against a London background was captioned, ‘It’s easy to see from the smile on the face of this travelled American gentleman strolling in front of St James’s Palace that he’s got the word from his English friend on how to relax in the world’s moistest capital.’ Belted raincoats, such as detectives wore in films, were also given English origins: ‘On account of its pea-soup climate, England is still top-drawer in turning out stalwart, military-type weather-all coats such as worn by His Majesty’s Army officers.’ Dottie, however, thought I looked too English already and persuaded me to buy a suede jacket described as, ‘Chesty, Cheerful, Chummy. Ideal for the camp-fire, campus or easy-going date in town.’ 

    That went far enough but the displays of scent for men went too far; indeed, it seemed decadent in the extreme. Promoted as having ‘That tangy masculine scent that lasts!’ or being ‘As mannishly fragrant as a spring morning in the north woods’, these bottles of ‘toiletries’ had names like ‘Swagger’, ‘Sportsman’, ‘He-man’, ‘Timber’ and ‘Man of Action.’ Even these were, to my horror, ascribed to British influence because ‘Lord Byron just wouldn’t have felt dressed without his perfume.’ 

    I refused to follow this fashion but Dottie was determined that I follow another and take her ‘on the town’. ‘Guess you could take me to the Stork Club,’ she said. ‘But a truck driver could get there if he had the dough. The exclusive joint is the Rainbow Room. Guess I could get in with you. Britishers don’t grow on every tree.’ But money was running short, my bill at the Park Central Hotel was mounting and I had decided to accept an invitation to stay with a friend of my parents, Charles Brewer, who had recently arrived in New York as the head of the BBC in North America. 

    So I moved to an apartment on Washington Heights above the Hudson river and Dottie faded from my life. Now I was to meet the British community, working for the BBC, London newspapers and the British information Service – who were trying to maintain their inherited prestige against the tide of buoyant Americanism. The propaganda effort, which had originally been launched to persuade the United States to enter the war, had now been geared to pleading for economic aid. Much of the persuasion was oblique and personal, a public relations exercise showing ourselves in the most agreeable light. Foremost among the Englishmen with this ambassadorial role was a charming, witty man of thirty-six named Alistair Cooke, who regularly broadcast for the BBC and had been appointed United Nations correspondent of the Manchester Guardian, when the assembly first met at San Francisco in May. 

    I was introduced to Cooke – a memorably elegant figure in double-breasted, pin-striped suit, with smoothly brushed dark hair – by Brewer at a recording session in the BBC studio in the RCA Building at the Rockefeller Centre. During the war, Cooke had taken over the Sunday evening broadcast to Britain from New York called American Commentary, which had been started by the American correspondent Raymond Gram Swing. In Cooke’s words, Swing’s dramatic delivery reminded people of one of the witches in Macbeth, so his own was more relaxed and was about to become even more so, as the BBC wanted him to change the political commentary into weekly talks about life in America – ‘the history of ice cream, American children, the fall, that sort of thing’ – to be called Letter from America. 

    Cooke was also well known in both countries for his chairmanship of the American team in another weekly radio programme, Trans-Atlantic Quiz. This was a development of The Brains’ Trust but with half of the panel in London and half in New York. The former, was chaired by Professor D. W. Brogan, usually included the writer Lionel Hale and sometimes the actor David Niven, when he was not busy as an officer in the British Army on the Continent. The latter, chaired by Cooke, was always the novelist Christopher Morley and the theatre critic John Mason Brown. Their talk, in what seemed a miracle of radio technology, was recorded but had, during the war, been monitored in both studios by censors. I had happened to be in the London studio, some weeks before D-Day in 1944, when Niven alarmed them by breezily announcing that he might not be taking part in the Quiz much longer as he would be off on a trip to Le Touquet. 

    Now, more than a year later, I watched the broadcast in the New York studio; noting that while the clink of glasses heard by listeners denoted only a carafe of water in London, there was a bottle of Scotch whisky on the studio table in New York. On this occasion, Mason Brown, in reply to some question about Scottish history, remarked that he ‘was not a Scotch student.’ ‘No,’ added Morley, filling his glass, ‘a student of Scotch.’ 

    Alistair Cooke was, of course, a serious journalist, already at the level of popularity gained by the best of the war correspondents. Indeed, he was ahead of the pack in that he had had a preview of news to come by having reported the inauguration of the United Nations in the spring, while most other reporters of his standing were preoccupied with the dramatic events in Europe and the Pacific. While they were reporting our first contacts with the Red Army on the Elbe, he was reporting on the politicians, who would shape the future. 

    On his way to San Francisco by train, Cooke had followed his reading of the disillusioned communist Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon with The Yogi and the Commissar, which he found apt preparation for his first encounters with the Russians. At first, he found them ‘very tough and wildly paranoid.’ Their delegation’s first action on moving into the St Francis Hotel was to search their suites for hidden microphones; this, many years before ‘bugging’ became commonplace. In the General Assembly itself there was consternation when it seemed that the Soviet delegation, led by Andrei Gromyko, their ambassador to Washington, suddenly walked out. What statement of policy had offended them? It was then realized, recalled Cooke, ‘that Gromyko just wanted to go to the bathroom and had to take his bodyguards with him.’ 

    There was an early tussle between the Soviet Union and the United States over the membership of the Security Council, the Russians maintaining that they should have three seats, the extra two being for the Ukraine and Byelorussia. This was countered by the Americans announcing that, if this was agreed, they, by the same token, should be given forty-eight seats. But the first session was dominated by weightier matters, notably by the problem of Poland – the free elections, which had been promised by the Russians but not held, and the composition of the Polish government – the question which, that year, had already troubled the meetings of ‘The Big Three’ at Yalta and Potsdam and of the foreign ministers in London. It was not to be resolved at San Francisco, either. ‘The Polish problem strangled the United Nations at birth,’ Cooke thought later. ‘Impotence was built into the Security Council by the veto and the assumption that its members would always agree. But already the United States and the Soviet Union were up against one another.’ He added, ‘It was at San Francisco that the Cold War really started.’ 

    At the time, many of those present – less perceptive, perhaps, than Cooke – thought that the United Nations could succeed where the League of Nations had failed. So one of the more pleasant problems to be decided was the location of its permanent home. Several were considered and a short list drawn up, which Cooke was shown. Most people saw San Francisco as ideal, since it seemed to be half way between East and West, was well away from the perennial problems of warring Europe and, anyway, the Russians liked the place. An alternative was a site near New York. Outside the United States, the suggestion of a return to Geneva had been rejected because of its unhappy associations with the League. Amongst the other suggestions, Cooke was surprised to see Blackpool. 

    That the headquarters of the United Nations should be at a Lancashire seaside resort did not seem so grotesque at the time for Britain was still regarded as a great power. ‘The Americans had known for some time that they were now top of the heap,’ said Alistair Cooke in retrospect. ‘But they didn’t boast about it. Britain was Number Two. We might no longer be equal partners but the British, who, after all, had run a third of the world, had an immense reservoir of experience for the Americans to draw upon. So whenever a major issue came along, the immediate American reaction was still, “We’d better check it out with the British.” ’ 

    The Americans knew that the war had left Britain, ‘severely wounded, weakened and impoverished, but convalescent’, he continued. ‘But we would come back again. After all, the British Empire was still intact and – with the probable exception of India – seemed likely to remain so.’ 

    Almost all Asian and African countries belonged to empires – British, French, Dutch, Russian or Portuguese, or, if temporarily conquered by the Japanese, were shortly to be returned to them – as colonies, or protectorates. Cooke had noticed at San Francisco, that when Eden, the Foreign Secretary, was asked a question about a country in this category, which would eventually become known as ‘Third World’, he would brush it aside as being rather too complicated, and not important enough, to discuss when so many much more significant matters were on hand. 

    The optimism I had felt in the air of New York was, Cooke told me, the mood throughout the country. 

    ‘The Americans were gung-ho with victory,’ he later recalled. ‘They were not frightened of anybody – certainly not the Russians – because they, and only they, had the atomic bomb. But their own euphoria blinded them to the problems of others. It was assumed that the British and French empires would continue and that the British would remain the powerful, self-confident ally. But the worst thing Harry Truman did was to suddenly put a stop to Lend-Lease and give the British a harder winter than they had had during the war. Nobody hinted that the British Empire would not recover. And, as for the British, the Foreign Office still assumed that they would continue to drive in harness with the great arms manufacturer across the ocean. But the harness had broken.’ 

    Another well-known British journalist in New York was Don Iddon, a dapper Yorkshireman of thirty-two, whose weekly Diary in the London Daily Mail put across the same lively, superficial view of America that I had enjoyed in the company of Dottie McCall. Iddon had developed a theatrical Englishness, inviting me to afternoon tea, which arrived in silver and Spode china at his desk. 

    His column, said to be the most popular in British journalism, was a quick look at the American political and social scene, lavishly decorated with gossip and bound together with his own jingoistic patriotism. The feud he conducted against American Anglophobes was not contained by the printed page: once, when he harangued a politician on the telephone for making a speech critical of Britain, his victim asked, ‘Is this meant to be an interview?’ ‘No,’ replied Iddon, ‘it’s a chastisement.’ 

    In titilating the starved British appetite for intimate, and, occasionally, slightly prurient, gossip, Donn Iddon’s Diary tapped a well of envy and resentment of which few were consciously aware. One report of Iddon’s from Miami, which particularly irritated Alistair Cooke, was about mink bathing-suits and seemed to imply that Americans were more concerned with such extravagances than with the cares of the rest of the world. 

    I was guilty of this, too, when I wrote a light-hearted account of my conversations with Dottie McCall, under the headline, ‘that teenage girl’. Her cheerful banter unleashed a storm of protest from British girls of her own age, in what was by far the most violent reaction from readers since the Leader had first been published eighteen months before. It was as if jealousy had suddenly been aroused by the arrival of an attractive, sassy rival; for the legendary American girl was no longer the pretty, harmless shadow of Deanna Durbin, or Judy Garland, on celluloid but someone real and aggressive. 

    In the first week of December, it was announced that Lord Keynes’s mission to Washinghon had succeeded. As a first step to help Britain survive the shock of the end of Lend-Lease, and have some hope of rebuilding the economy, the United States had granted a loan amounting to £1,100,000,000. This was to be repaid at two per cent interest over fifty years, but payment would not have to begin for five years. Although welcomed initially with relief, there were mixed feelings on reflection. Some feared that the scale of the debt would inhibit economic expansion; others, that it would put Britain in permanent financial subjugation to America. ‘Does this mean that our economic policy will be decided hereafter by an American-dominated money monopoly?’ asked the Daily Mirror. ‘The British people … will not throw away their right to encourage Empire economic unity in order to appease any financial interests anywhere. If the choice is between austerity today and economic chaos the day after tomorrow, Great Britain will tighten her belt and face the future alone.’ This was brave talk, but the principal factor uniting the Empire’s economy at the time was that the British owed their dominions, colonies, and the rest, a war debt of £4,000,000,000. So such protestations seemed unlikely to ring loud and long. 

    Keynes was in New York and due to leave for England on 11th December in the liner Queen Elizabeth. It so happened that on that day I found myself in the Babylonian splendour of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, where he had been staying, and there he was, alone in the foyer, muffled up in an armchiar and awaiting the car taking him to the docks. There was he – the man of the moment – and there was I – a reporter – so, without having more than the most banal questions in mind, I introduced myself and asked them. Keynes’s curiously oriental features were pale and his thick lips tinged with mauve; for he would be dead from heart disease within five months. The lips widened into a smile but he said nothing. I tried another banality but was only answered by the smile; to this, I could only return the smile, bow and withdraw. I took away the impression of a supplicant mandarin at the court of some foreign potentate of infinite power, awaiting the palanquin to bear him home to his own, lesser kingdom with news of gracious promises. 

    It was now my own turn to depart. A final walk along Fifth Avenue in the biting wind to admire the glittering Christmas tree above the skating rink in Rockefeller Plaza and listen to the carol-singers around it. Just time to lose my heart to another New York girl – a copy-girl at the Time-Life office – and swear to return. Then catching the night train to Montreal for the next day’s Liberator flight back across the Atlantic. 

    The big, black four-engined bomber still appeared bellicose, but its fuselage had been stripped of bomb bay and gun-turrets and about a dozen seats fitted for passengers either side of the central aisle, one behind the other. As we would be flying as high as twenty-five thousand feet for most of the journey, we would have to wear oxygen masks. 

    The Liberator – the Consolidated B24 bomber built by Henry Ford, which shared the strategic bombing of Germany by daylight with the B17 Flying Fortress – looked and sounded warlike. Its bulky fuselage was designed for heavy bombs and its thin, sword-shaped wings were clearly not designed for trans-Atlantic flying, because they were dangerously vulnerable to ice. But the four Pratt and Whitney Wasp engines bellowed into life with a thunderous and reassuring roar and the great aircraft lumbered off the runway at Dorval and climbed above the snowy forests of Quebec. 

    All trans-Atlantic flights were routed via Goose Bay in Labrador, or Gander airport in Newfoundland, for refuelling before ‘the water-jump’. We landed at the former between embankments of frozen snow and, in the airport buildings, sensed that, even now, after so many thousands of bombers had flown to Europe this way, the departure of such a flight still generated a sense of excitement. It even reminded some of take-off time at a wartime airfield; for this, too, was an ‘operation’. 

    For an Englishman, there was no shame in having to fly the Atlantic with BOAC in American-built aircraft (albeit a converted bomber), for the factories that could have built our own airliners had been concentrating on war production. There was also the knowledge that, three years before, the British Government had given a committee, presided over by Lord Brabazon, the task of planning civil aircraft for the post-war future. These, I had heard in the optimistic days of spring, were already in the planning or design stage. Those aimed at challenging the Americans on the trans-Atlantic route included two giants: a flying-boat and a land-plane, both capable of carrying eighty passengers to New York in first-class comfort (these were, respectively, the Saunders-Roe Princess and the Brabazon, both of which eventually flew, but neither of which did so commercially). Amongst the others were to be far more advanced airliners, of which we had only heard rumours, primarily for the shorter routes linking the Empire. Two would be powered by the revolutionary new jet engine, which had proved itself in the Meteor fighter during the last year of the war. In one, the Britannia, the jet was to drive four propellor-engines; the other was to be the most remarkable of all, a pure jet, planned as the Brabazon IV but later to be re-named the Comet. (The latter, of course, first flew with brilliant success, then, after a series of mid-air catastrophes, was withdrawn from passenger service, while metal-fatigue was diagnosed; when it returned to limited use, the Americans had already taken the lead in jets. The Britannia was eventually successful and took the places of the Princess and the Brabazon on the Atlantic route; but not until 1957, only a year before the bigger, pure-jet Boeing 707 began to compete, and swept the skies.) 

    The flight from Labrador to Prestwick in Scotland seemed interminable. Roaring through the night at twenty-two thousand feet, sometimes bucking through turbulence, the Liberator offered cold comfort in contrast to the flying-boat. A dim reading-light glowed over each seat and the passengers were occasionally allowed to remove their oxygen-masks to drink a mug of tea, or eat sandwiches. The cabin was slightly warmed, but rugs were kept tucked over the knees and the primitive lavatory in the tail was freezing. During more than twelve hours of noise and vibration, it was difficult to sleep and, when my head did drop forward, the oxygen mask tended to slip askew so that I would wake breathless. 

    Then it was over and the Liberator swung down through a wide, clear sky over Scottish hills and so on to the vast, empty airfield at Prestwick. The journey from Montreal had lasted twenty-one hours and that seemed extraordinary. Would it one day be possible, as was being said, that an airliner as comfortable as that flying-boat could fly between New York and London in, say, twelve hours? Or even less? That was difficult to imagine, but it was exciting to speculate. 

    The passengers took the night train from Glasgow to London and suddenly the whole journey to America seemed like a dream, or was another dream beginning now? It was 22nd December and the scene in London was a dreamlike collage of Christmases past. Shop windows lit crowded pavements, but there was little more behind them than there had been a year before when the German tanks were erupting through the Ardennes; pantomimes were back in the West End theatres, Hermione Gingold was still croaking her lines in Sweeter and Lower and the Windmill girls were prancing and shrilling their way through the hundred and eighty-ninth edition of Revudeville; Laurence Olivier and the Old Vic company were back in St Martin’s Lane with another dazzling Shakespearean production, Henry IV. In The Times there was still a daily column of obituaries headed ‘Fallen Officers’ as news of death was confirmed. 

    There were signs that smart society was re-assembling and might bring back with it the social stratification that I hoped had gone for ever. In The Queen magazine, a gossip columnist began, ‘London seems to be getting fuller and fuller and everywhere, every day one meets people who have for the most part not been seen in the metropolis for a very long time’, and launched into a list of titled, or rich, arrivals from distant country seats, Ireland and the Bahamas. Charity balls had begun again at Park Lane hotels, although some of the girls might wear the officer-type uniforms affected by filing-clerks for Military Intelligence instead of long dresses, and amongst the party games would be a map of the world into which, in answer to the question, ‘We know where Hitler is hiding – do you?’, one paid to stick a pin. 

    I joined my parents for Christmas in Gloucestershire and there the bright wood fires, the familiar chintzes, the holly and the Christmas tree recalled earlier holidays. Friends arrived to stay, amongst them Siriol Hugh Jones, a clever, pretty and witty girl, who had been the toast of Oxford and was also setting out on a career in journalism; I had stayed with her father, Major Hugh Jones, who had been town major of Calais and Boulogne at the beginning of the year, and who sometimes, in absent-minded moments, addressed their inhabitants in Swahili. She entertained and shocked me with stories of undergraduates’ carousals and eccentricities at Oxford, inspired by an exhibitionist youth named Kenneth Tynan, who seemed a weird, déclassé survival from the ‘Twenties. 

    Christmas Day was an enchantment of simple happiness. Presents were exchanged (I being able to offer rarities from Montreal: hot water bottles and a thermos) and there was carol-singing in Holy Apostles’ church with extra joy since both the vicar’s sons, friends and contemporaries of mine, had survived the war despite wounds. For lunch there was roast goose and plum pudding and then, once again, the ritual of listening to the broadcast from the outposts of the Empire followed by the King’s speech. His stammer halted his flow of words as he spoke of the nation having ‘lived so long with only the bare necessities of life’, and the word ‘necessities’ stopped him dead so that we giggled when he seemed to say that we had lived so long with only the bear. But I reflected, too, that the Russian bear of those old political cartoons in Punch was something we would now have to live with. 

    The approaching end to 1945 brought a spate of commentaries on the past year and the outlook before us. One such article in the Leader I read with particular attention because it was by Stephen King Hall, a former naval officer who had become a notable political commentator and pamphleteer before the war and whose broadcasts on world affairs for children had brought these to my attention at an early age. 

    ‘A memorable year is drawing to its close,’ he wrote, ‘a year which has seen the birth of a new era in the story of mankind; a year which will be forever unique, not because of great military victories, but because it was Anno Atomica One [sic], the first year of the Atomic Age … 

    ‘The victors are divided into two semi-hostile camps and we are sitting on heaps of atomic bombs. The vanquished are presenting the victors with perhaps the greatest human problem in history, and if it cannot be solved, it will produce chaos. 

    ‘We are rushing towards disaster. We are like airborne troops who are almost out of the machine and we’ve no parachutes on our backs. We’ve got to get out because the machine is disintegrating …’ 

    The foreign ministers of ‘The Big Four’ – France now included – had met again, this time in Moscow, but, despite more platitudinous communiqués, little seemed to have been achieved. Poland, which had been the immediate cause for Britain and France going to war, could be seen to be firmly under Russian control, its supposedly temporary western border firmly fixed. Only a quarter of the Polish soldiers, who had fought alongside the British and Americans, elected to return home and, within the country itself, a new resistance movement was formed, pledged to restore ‘democracy in a western European interpretation’ and ‘Christian ideals.’ Not even the all-powerful United States could offer practical support for European countries occupied by the Red Army and, if another symbol of the times was sought, it could be seen in the death after a road accident of General Patton, the embodiment of American self-confidence and invincibility, just before Christmas. 

    Reports from the territories occupied by the Anglo-Americans – particularly Germany and Austria – were grim in a different way. There might not yet be famine but there was hunger: the shortage of food made more acute by the destruction of transport systems and the lack of any agricultural products from the traditional food-producing areas now occupied by the Russians. Little could be done to improve housing in the bombed cities and heating-fuel was also scarce. Hunger and cold were not the only problems; memories of the great influenza epidemic of 1918, which took more lives than the First World War itself, warned of another outbreak of disease on a colossal scale. Fears were concentrated on Berlin into which refugees from the Russian-occupied areas had been pouring at the rate of twelve thousand a day for much of the autumn. A British official of the Allied Control Commission was quoted as saying ‘It is possible that Berlin, as a great city, will not survive the winter.’ 

    In Britain, rationing was even more severe than it had been during the war, because bread had joined the other staple foods that could only be bought when producing a ration-book. Fabrics, furniture and fuel were all scarce and rationed and it was clear that the victors would have to share the hardships of the vanquished: but only to a degree because all were agreed that it was the Germans’ turn to go short. 

    Now at the end of the year and as the depth of the winter approached, Charles Fenby suggested that I should return to Germany. Picture Post had already published a number of surveys of the problems of welfare and winter relief on the Continent, so I might take a different approach and accompany a draft of young British soldiers to Germany at the beginning of their time with what was no longer the British Liberation Army but the British Army of the Rhine. 

    Our journey began at Gujerat Barracks – another reminder of the Empire – at Colchester with a short march behind a bugle band to the railway station to catch the troop train to London and Dover. There were twenty-five boys of the Somerset Light Infantry all aged exactly eighteen and a half, conscripted at eighteen and with six months’ training behind them – commanded by a pink-cheeked second-lieutenant. A year earlier, they would have been bound for the Reichswald battle and the crossing of the Rhine, and their knowledge of some such future would have given a touching resolution or tension to their bearing, which would have been reflected by those that saw them pass. But these were just lads from London and Somerset, whose whistles at girls and cheeky quips to those who paused to watch them go by, were usually ignored. 

    We spent the night in barracks at Dover and crossed to Calais in a small troopship, still painted wartime grey, next morning. Off the French coast the rusting mast and yards of a sunken ship stood above the waves like a cross marking a grave and, above, the bluffs around the Batterie Lindemann – the four huge guns that had shelled Kent for nearly four years – were still white with bomb-blown chalk. Ashore, they marched along the pavé and through the gates of 112 Transit Camp in the steps of those drafts for the Reichswald and the Rhine. 

    Later, as the train for Germany slowly clanked through the half-ruined town, they began to show excitement, shouting with laughter when a railwayman replied, ‘Oui, oui!’ to the question, ‘Does this train stop at Romford?’, and when, passing through another French railway station, one boy asked his corporal where they were and he, after much peering through the dirty window, replied, ‘Sortie.’ 

    Their officer, in a first-class compartment nearby with several others, was newly-commissioned. They, too, looked callow and immature; different beings from the youths of their own age and rank who had travelled this way seven months earlier. One produced half a bottle of whisky and they passed it round, laughing nervously at their own daring. It loosened their tongues and the began to tell each other lewd jokes and guffaw, until a middle-aged major from the next compartment opened the door to tell them to remember that they were officers, if not gentlemen. 

    At Wesel, the train jolted to a stop near a gang of German labourers, some in Wehrmacht forage-caps stripped of badges, working on the railway lines. One boy tossed a handful of cigarettes to them and laughed to see the men scramble for the treasures in the snow. Then another remembered hearing that a Deutschmark was sixpence and a cigarette two Deutschmarks, and carriage windows were lowered for bargaining to begin. Small tablets of Army-issue soap were worth more: ‘That Jerry needed a wash so I let him have a bit for twenty marks.’ There was both mockery and greed in the eyes of the English boys; wolfishness in the Germans.’ 

    Then the train clanked and shuddered onwards for a while, to stop again beside a road down which skinny children – some with feet wrapped in rags – were struggling to school. Now the boys’ mood changed. They rummaged in their packs for bars of chocolate and lobbed them to the children who squealed with delight and ran up to the train. They were pathetic little creatures with stick-like arms and legs, waxen faces and sunken eyes. The boys were now vying with each other to give away not only any sweets they had, but also their own rations. As the train began to pull away, one boy, who had an armful of tins and packets of food, climbed out and jumped to the ground, distributed it and clambered back onto the last carriage. 

    When the troop-train reached Onsabruck, its destination, the boys were tired and hungry; they had sold all their cigarettes and given away all their food. There was also a touch more maturity about them. That night they marched through the deserted, ruined streets, melting snow seeping through their boots, to their barracks. Next day, I met them again, looking smarter and more confident. They talked bravely about being on active service and about their plans to visit an officially-approved bierkeller. But they were still boys – albeit with some responsibilities now – and there would always be a gap between them and those only a few months, or a year or so, older. Already I had noticed when meeting near-contemporaries in England, and in America, that in the summer of 1945 one generation had ended and another had begun. 

    There were those of my own age – or as much as two years younger – who, together with our elders, had had great expectations at the dawning of the year. Thrown into relief against apprehensions of danger, and even death, were high hopes: victory and peace were now attainable and then all ideals could be realized, all ambitions fulfilled. The British Empire had reached its zenith in that spring, and if this was not realized it was because most expected its ultimate triumphs were yet to be achieved. Despite the envy and antagonism of others, the British ethos had been vindicated: all those qualities that were considered gentlemanly – courage, modesty, generosity, self-control and humour – had vanquished all that was unworthy and debased. This victory against all odds seemed to have won for us a new beginning, in which those hopes of peace and prosperity, social justice and goodwill between nations could become reality. 

    As the shadows gathered in the autumn and winter of the year, this might seem to have been a false dawn. But at least those who had looked forward in that springtime had seen its light. 

      

      

      

   





   

      

    Aftermath 

      

    In the years that followed, those thanked in the Introduction for their help with this book and mentioned by name in the text, have made their mark. Indeed, their success in various fields was sometimes the means of making contact again, or, occasionally – in the cases of those of whom I was aware but had not met – arranging to meet. 

    Charles Collingwood became the senior foreign correspondent for CBS television; Edward Ward inherited the Viscountcy of Bangor and continued as a BBC broadcaster; Bert Hardy returned to Picture Post until its closure, then was successful in commerical photography; Pieter Lessing continued to rove Central Europe as a journalist; Drew Middleton became Chief European Correspondent, then Defence Correspondent of the New York Times; David Woodward joined the BBC as a radio features producer and wrote books about naval history. 

    Lieutenant-Commander John Casson left the Royal Navy to become a theatrical producer, then a consultant in communication; Lieutenant Bill Coffin was ordained and now presides over the Riverside Church in New York City; Lieutenant John Grigg inherited, but renounced, his father’s barony and became an historian and the biographer of Lloyd George; Lieutenant Brian Connell became West Germany correspondent for the Daily Mail, then a television correspondent, interviewer and author; Sergeant Eric Hobsbawm became Professor of Economic and Social History at Birkbeck College, University of London; Flight-Lieutenant Richard Hough became an author and the biographer of Lord Mountbatten; Major Gerard Mansell joined the BBC and became its Deputy Director-General and Head of External Services; Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur Marshall returned to his humourous broadcasting and writing and took to television; Group Captain Paddy Menaul retired as an air vice-marshal and became Director-General of the Royal United Service Institution and a commentator on defence matters; Lieutenant Colin Mitchell commanded his regiment in Aden in 1967 and became a Member of Parliament; Lieutenant Hugh Pond remained in the Army, leaving as a major to become Military Correspondent of the Daily Express and then a senior executive in the international plastics industry; Corporal Philip Turner became a sculptor; Captain John Yeoman went into advertising and became a councillor in the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea; Tom Hopkinson left Picture Post, after a dispute with Edward Hulton over policy, worked in Africa as an editor, then returned to lecture on journalism and was knighted; Ronald Hyde remained News Editor of the Evening Standard until his retirement; Edward Pickering held some of the highest managerial positions in Fleet Street, with the Daily Mirror Group, IPC Magazines and The Times and was knighted; J. W. M. Thompson moved from the Evening Standard to The Spectator as Deputy Editor, then to the Sunday Telegraph as Editor; Kaye Webb founded and developed Puffin Books; Philip Zec continued as a political catoonist and edited the Sunday Pictorial; Hermione Gingold and Joyce Redman continued as leading actresses on the stage and in films; Michael Foot became Leader of the Labour Party; Major John Freeman remained a Member of Parliament until 1955, then became Editor of the New Statesman, High Commissioner to India, Ambassador to the United States and Chairman of Independent Television News and London Weekend Television; Major Denis Healey entered Parliament and became Secretary of State for Defence, then Chancellor of the Exchequer; Flying Officer Harold Lever became Paymaster General and Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and a Life Peer; Major Christopher Mayhew served as Navy Minister, resigned from the Labour Party to join the Liberals and became a Life Peer; Captain Michael Stewart became Foreign Secretary and a Life Peer; Major Woodrow Wyatt left Parliament in 1970 to concentrate on journalism and the printing industry. 

    Alistair Cooke continued to broadcast for the BBC from the United States; John Bowers joined UNESCO to concentrate on practical education in under-developed countries; Don Cook became Chief European Correspondent for the Los Angeles Times. 

    Four friends who would have been consulted had they lived were Charles Fenby, who became Editorial Director of the Westminster Press and died in 1974 at the age of sixty-eight; Lieutenant-Colonel Nigel Dugdale, who returned from Austria to become Chief Information Officer at the Ministry of Supply, which was then responsible for the development of nuclear power, before moving to the War Office with the rank of brigadier as the British Army’s Director of Public Relations (during which time he owned one of the best restaurants in Soho and appeared on television as a comedian, disguised by a false beard), being accidentally killed while swimming in the sea with his children in 1955 at the age of forty-seven; Siriol Hugh Jones, worked as personal assistant to George Orwell, then took up journalism herself, writing a column for Vogue, becoming one of the wittiest and most perceptive newspaper columnists of the time, and died in 1964 at the age of thirty-nine; and Mervyn Peake, who completed his ‘Gormenghast trilogy’, other books and many paintings and drawings although full recognition and fame eluded him until after his death in 1968 at the age of fifty-seven. 
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