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WAR IN ITALY is a literary account of what it was to be a Forward 
Observation Officer in the Italian campaign of World War II. 

Maurice took two degrees at Oxford, the first, before the war, in 
Modern History (one year) and the other, afterwards, in Modern Greats 
(philosophy, politics and economics). He went on to teach English 
Literature at Bhagdad University before making Italy his home where he 
became a specialist in Italian civilization. 

About WAR IN ITALY, before his death in 2009, he wrote, 'I describe 
~ battle in great detail and concentrate on the shock involved. This 

shock is a day and night constant and has to be managed by youths in 
their early twenties if they wish to survive or (it may be) die by a 

r chosen method. My story treats courage and cowardice as components of 
each other, and their proper interplay as the key to performance. 
Afterwards you see that this performance had nothing to do with you as 
someone with a past and future. A citation for gallantry is a comment 
on nothing. There is a strangeness in battle which soldiers never talk 
about because it defies words, and these words take years to unfold' . 
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WAR IN ITALY 1 

1 

Baptism .. 
We were dropped off at the Salerno beaches south of 

Naples by an Americap landing craft in the late 

afternoon, as close to dusk as possible and in a calm sea 

silence and a soft still warmth. We were reinforcements--

-urgently needed. It was September 1943 and I was twenty. 

These beaches had been invaded by the Allied Fifth 

Army some days bef9re on September 8. This was the outfit 

I belonged to and its commander-in-chief was Mark Clark, 

a Texan. 

We jumped down into the shallow wash, having been 

warned back in Algeria not to make any splashing noises 

as we waded ashore ~n the deepening twilight of a hot 

autumn day. The tre~s higher up, even the fig trees, cast 

quickly deepening shadows and if we turned and looked 

back to sea we coulq comfort our eyes on the destroyers 

and landing craft at anchor---carefully watching over us 

as we thought. 

. ? 
J~r' 

Yet the hush was perplexing. 

We reached those beaches on D+8---war dialect for 

the 16~h of September, namely eight days after the first 

landing. I had one pip on my shoulder as a second 
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lieutenant and I had a photo of my girlfriend in my upper 

left pocket, that is, close to my heart. 

We hushed reinforcements went to our various 

assembly points. The captain who welcomed me---with a nod 

as if we already kn~w each other---was modest, pleasant. 

Then after my second salute he turned away as if to say 

we don't need polit~ exchanges here. 

The gunners we~e grimy. That was another perplexing 

thing---why were th~y here at all, . since artillery 

belongs far behind the forward lines. And if this beach 

was now far behind the lines, as I had already comforted 

myself that it was, why were we hushed quiet by higher 

officers, as if the enemy could hear us? I began to think 

that this was a military exercise---after all, the army 

could get up to the strangest antics, we all knew that. 

These are the customary wishful thoughts of a 

reinforcement. You had a pleasing picture of battle as a 

repetition of those safe exercises you had sweated 

through at training camp. 

And then there was the fact that the Germans, so we 

thought, would soon be pushed out of Italy. Being caught 

in a narrow peninsula, hardly eighty miles in width, they 

would soon find themselves in a trap and would be fleeing 

as quickly as they ~ad come. 

We had already\ decided this in our stifling bivouacs 

in the Algerian des~rt. Italy was just no use to Hitler, 
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especially with hundreds of miles of coast which our 

allied ships could bombard at any time. 

We were badly wrong. Yes, Italy was indeed a very 

close terrain---suQden hills and miniature chasms and 

rivers galore, providing a surprise every fifty yards. 

You only had to turn a corner and you could be under 

enemy observation (as I quickly found out). And this made 

it easy for the Germans to defend, and the very devil to 

attack. In other words, the Germans could prepare their 

defences carefully, ~sometimes manning them with only a 

handful of men for the simple reason that their positions 

were designed for sQort-term defence. This you could 

easily overrun, so you thought. But you found instead an 

ambush, a toughly h~ld position it was too costly to 

attack. 

In fact, if Hitler wanted to lay waste our armies at 

little expense to htmself this peninsula was his best 

chance. He needed most of his armies to face the 

Russians---and to s~e off any allied invasion in 

Normandy, which he ~new, as the whole world knew, was 

being prepared. 

But only small, sensible and mistaken fairy tales 

crowded into our minds to explain the hush that layover 

Salerno. 

I saw corpses in the distance. They were close to 

the last wash of th~ waves, exactly as they had fallen. 



WAR IN ITALY 4 

They were ours. I thought they were an unlucky exception. 

Yet they had a strange way of remaining there---somehow 

they kept plucking ~e by the sleeve. And I looked again 

and again. 

As darkness ga~hered I walked uphill to where the 

trees began. I came on a large hushed group of men 

standing close together in the dusk. As I came nearer I 

noticed that a Brigaoier was at their centre, addressing 

them. I could see the red tabs on his shoulders. He was 

speaking very softly. We had to crane forward to hear his 

words. I thought it remarkable that a brigadier should be 

addressing Other Ranks man to man. That was a 

lieutenant's or captain's job, a major's at most. 

The Brigadier ~as saying in his careful murmur, 

Jerry's right here qn the other side of this lane behind 

me (it lay between trees a -few feet back). He said, 

you're going to sto~ him crossing this road. Whatever 

happens, chaps, you~re not going to move, understood? You 

don't move. You sta~ where you are. 

There were nods in the deep dusk. 

I felt my girlfriend's photo in my pocket. She was 

Viennese, the daughter of a woman who had led a communist 

revolution in Hunga+y. I remembered that mother's soft 

patient voice. She had steel-grey eyes but her softness 

overrode their ste~ly sinale-mindedness. She said fascism 
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was the last bastion of capitalism, and this war would 

destroy them both. 

I already had a nervous habit of feeling the photo 

as if to assure myself that she was really my girlfriend, 

which she wasn't. We had said a last good bye on a London 

railway station. She was in love with somebody else, an 

economics student. But I needed her now as my lucky 

talisman. I didn't care about deceiving myself (and 

others), it was eas~. 

I felt bolshie 'all of a sudden---in the lonely 

manner of a reinforc~ment who doesn't yet have his unit. 

I asked myself what am I doing in this bloody war anyway? 

All we ever knew about it was that it was suddenly on. We 

just found ourselves in it. A bolt from the blue, without 

a by your leave or ~xplanation. 

The declaratio~ of war hadn't sounded right even 

when it was being announced on the radio by the prime 

minister. Neville Chamberlain's voice wobbled as if the 

matter hadn't been ~hought about at all. Which it hadn't, 

seeing that war was 'declared to protect the independence 
• q 

of Poland, which the French armies, not £g'say the 
\ 

British ones, couldn't possibly reach. So the moment the 

declaration of war was made (with Churchill's gleeful 

assent) Polish independence was lost! 

Grumbling to myself I remembered the recruiting 
! 

interview I'd had in a little college room in Oxford. 
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The man facing me wap disarmingly deferential. Would I 

fight in this war? 

And when I sai~ yes I was surprised at myself---it 

\ 
didn't seem my own decision at all. But it was. 

Unhesitatingly. I was going into this war because of the 

Nazi concentration camps. This alone made the war 

different from all 9thers---it was justified (I didn't 

know that all wars ~re justified to the hilt, once 

they've been decideq on) . 

What that declaration of war did was to trap the 

Jews inside Hitler's regime (it stretched as far as the 

Ukraine) for six whole years. In that time the Jewish 

civilisation in Europe was virtually removed. 

Little did we know that Churchill would one day 

(once it was all ov~r) agree that this declaration of war 

was 'tragically ill~judged'. At the time he was elated by 

it. It would be a s~x-weeks war, he told the French 

ambassador in an excited phone call. 
I 

sky lighting my way. I began looking for somewhere to put 

my sleeping bag (being a gunner, not an infantryman, I 

had no watch dutie~). I chose a soft leafy place right 

under a plump fig t~ee, overlooking the fact that, this 

far south, figs rip~n early and fall from the branches 

with a plop. 
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But when, breaking from the sky like a monstrous hot 

breath, there came the sound of what seemed an engineless 

plane crashing to earth, followed at once by a thunderous 

metallic crash near by in the woods, I thought perhaps 

this isn't a training camp after all, we aren't behind 

the forward lines after all. 

Another heavy ~ne came over and another. And had I 

been seasoned I might have thought that these were the 

prelude of an attac~. 

Small mortar bombs began coming over in quick 

succession. These w~re preceded by a loud thump when 

expelled from the c?nnon (from just across the little 

road). The mortar bpmb comes down on you vertically, with 

hardly a warning swtsh. It brings changes in the air---

from warm to stifli~g. 

Then darkness eame with the characteristic Italian 

swiftness. The firi~g stopped. No attack came. At last we 

could hear the sile~ce that rightfully belonged to this 

beach and the woods that watched over it. It was like an 

exchange of whispers. 

Italy was stil~ in its pristine mediaeval state at 

this time, her slopes and copses and streams in secret 

close liaison with the sky, a liaison we were to live 
, 

with for over two y~ars. 

I felt drowsy. I slipped down inside my sleeping 

bag, that little wo~ I was to carry unwashed to the top 
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of Italy and beyond. Night came and I blinked in the 

dark. 

By now even I knew that this was no rest area. 

Oddly, it· was the silence that convinced me. And as I 

dozed a certain nervousness gathered in me, a foreboding 

that stirred sleepy feathers of fear. 

The possibilit~ of being trodden on by Germans in 

the night didn't occur to me, though it was in almost 

every other mind on that beach. It was figs that gave me 

trouble. They plopped down on me. In full autumn 

maturity, they made thick little purple pools, one of 

them on my brow. A~ for the poor spotless sleeping bag it 

would be dyed for its lifetime. I picked myself up and 

stumbled with my kit to another fig tree and there I fell 

asleep, as if movin~ had done the trick. Even my belly-

feathers of fear weqt, my slumber an expanse of stillness 

of the kind you wake from suddenly---and utterly fresh. 

With first light my Division also woke up, 

especially to the existence of us reinforcements. We were 

conducted by runners to our various command posts. These 

were still close to the sea, in earshot of its leisured 

wash, but on higher ground. A major told us in clipped 

tired tones that we could easily, at any time, be pushed 

back into that wash. We were hanging on by a tight strip 
\ 

of land! he said. I~ was all that was left to us. 
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So this was rea~ly war. The enemy was breathing and 

watchfully close. My realisation brought about---and I 

cannot explain whY-T-a great turning point in my life. I 

became responsible~ Thus it is that boys in their early 

twenties must alwayp man the front lines. You discover 

this sense of resp~nsibility as a thing that has never 

hitherto happened. rou didn't know you had it until it 

was fresh inside, a boy's responsibility such as he 

hasn't used before, for the simple reason that it was no 

use to anyone, least of all himself. But in battle it 

suddenly springs to life and you are suddenly safe, 

however unsafe your ~ituation is. 

I was allocated to a troop---four guns under the 

\ 

command of Captain H., a Yorkshireman of thirty or more 

who walked with his feet splayed out and his head forward 

+: 
as if greatly excit~d to be going anywhere, even the 

latrine. He was beginning to bald and when he laughed you 

could see his slightly buck teeth. He already had a 

family, so was very grown-up for the rest of us. And as 

it happened, he was the first and only mature man I met 

in the army who had a boy's approach to everything. 

Our command post, set behind four twenty-five-

pounder guns, quickly became a home. Captain H. and I 

quickly discovered a common background tie---the Struggle 

against Fascism---words that covered a vast left-wing 

movement stretched fight across Europe, with the Soviet 
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Union as its guide, philosopher and friend. I proudly 

told Captain H. how I had walked up Whitehall with my 

girlfriend and a huqdred thousand others yelling 'Down 

with Chamberlain' apd 'Chamberlain Must Go'. Thus did we 

unknowingly hoist up Churchill as our saviour. He was the 

man to do the job. 

Yes, it was we of the Struggle who put him there. We 

hoisted him up on oUf sole shoulders. His own party would 

have had grave doubts. Here was as right-wing and war­

minded man as you c9uld find---and in a sudden love 

affair with the Lef~! 

So this was very much 'our' war. 

Still sleepy, I wandered away from our command post 

up the hill to where Texan infantrymen huddled in their 

hastily dug slit trenches. They seemed surprised to see 

me, watching me from below, as who wouldn't to witness a 

youth strolling abo~t in an observed area. I stood 

talking to them, lobking down at their heads level with 

my boots. It didn't occur to me that I made a perfect 

target, with all si~ feet of me. They said, You British 

have war in your blood, it's like you're on holiday. 

Charitably, they didn't tell me I was a bloody fool. 

Yet I had already, quite unawares, learned something. The 

evening before, I'd seen men throw themselves to the 

ground when a big one came over. So now, when one fell 

pretty close, I did the same, though it was still a kind 
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of drill for me, witp a touch of tomfoolery. Then I stood 

up again and the Tekans went on talking affably. I was 

glad to be thought a pre-packaged soldier. 

I listened to their soft, low, strangely consoling 

Southern voices. 

I think probably none of them survived. I was to 

meet them again just before the last unthinkable hell 

that did for them. They carried a premonition of this in 

their eyes. I noted this without real awareness of it. 

On the way up this side of Italy the Texans were at 

our immediate flank pnd I imagined to myself that they 

were the men I'd see at Salerno, whereas they were very 

many, in fact, an entire division, the 36th Infantry 

Division. 

Captain H. fil+ed me in with a clear strategic 

I 

picture of what was happening. Our Division was in charge 

of Salerno, the town. The enemy was still in control of 

several roads leading down to the coast, i.e. to us. So 

they were in a gooq position to cut us and the Texans 

off---both from our supplies of ammunition and from food 

(in that order of i~portance). 

Salerno was ill-chosen as a landing place. You could 

see why on the map. A big force could be throttled just 

by the terrain, its flanks and retreat-exits squeezed 

with ease. What we qidn't know was that our commander-in­

I 

chief Mark Clark waqted to pullout of Salerno and even--

\ 
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-because of the huge casualty rate it would involve---

from the entire Italian campaign. Yet he proved to be one 

of the chief instr~ments of the vast toll of dead, 

wounded and shell-shocked at least on our side---the 

Western side---of the peninsula. 

The ugly fact was that the Germans held the dice all 

the way up Italy. ~t this moment we had the 16th Panzer 

Grenadier division facing us, their task being to keep us 

from the road to Rome as long as possible. 

The German co~ander-in-chief of Italian operations, 

Field Marshal Kesseiring, had already rushed three of his 

divisions to our ar~a, Hitler having told him (on August 

22, a fortnight before the Salerno landing) to treat 

Salerno as 'the centre of gravity' for the defence of 

Italy. 

Hitler had seer at once that such a terrain could be 

\ 

defended economically and attacked only at great cost. 

This was perfectly ~llustrated in the Salerno landing. 

\ 
Our two divisions, plus the 7th Armoured Division and an 

armoured brigade, w~re up against at most four German 

battalions. And, being acutely intelligent like so many 

unbalanced and depressive leaders, Hitler reckoned he 

could prolong this agony all the way up. He took one 

gamble---that we the enemy might be as intelligent as he. 

I 

But he needn't have 'worried. 
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As for Captain B. and I, two bright buttons of the 

Struggle against Fascism, we didn't even cotton on to the 

truth by slow degre~. We shared the principal self-

disabling delusion of the entire polyglot army which 

Churchill had got together with reckless zeal---New 

Zealanders, Indians~ Moroccans, Australians, Canadians, 

Poles and Frenchmen and Americans and Russians (yes, even 

Russians kept a presence in Italy). 

So one man plarned every movement made by our vast 

concourse and he wasn't on our side. Even at this moment 

Kesselring was orde~ing his army to make a teasingly slow 

'disengagement' (as' he himself called it) from the 

Salerno area to th~ difficult river Volturno, north of 

Naples, where he was planning our first big casualty-

toll---and was as ~ood as his word. 

And Hitler was paying attention to his every move. 

The more we entangl~d ourselves in the Kesselring traps 

the more he was imPfessed by Kesselring as the right man 

to be commander-in-qhief of Italian operations. 

Solely for thi~ reason we on the Salerno beaches 

hadn't woken up under the heel of a German boot. Our 

version of events s9id that our naval gunfire and nearly 

two thousand air sorties had done the trick. It had made 

it possible for us to 'chase' a harried and frightened 

\ 

German army to the Alps. It was what our newspapers were 

saying. The Ministry of Information in London was agreed 
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on the grand illusion that was the basis of allied 

strategy. 

This word 'strategy' means trying to pre-empt the 

enemy intention but we failed to pre-empt Hitler's sole 

strategic intention of creating a series of death-traps 

for us. 

* * * 

Then, all of a sudden, just seven days after we 

reinforcements had landed, Salerno became a backwater. 

Our forward lines 'broke through' to the road to Naples 

on September 26th
• ~ut they broke through into emptiness. 

The Germans had quit three days before---to be exact, in 

the course of one night. What kind of 'chasing' was this? 

Our beach was 9 holiday beach again and our battle 

cruisers looked lik~ pleasure boats. We felt happily 

forgotten. The days were balmy, sweetly heavy with that 

special haunting hot scent of wild thyme that marked the 

Italian autumn. 

We again heard birds (always silenced by battle). In 

a characteristic Itqlian rhythm the colder sea air of 

I 
nightfall was, each evening, drawn to the still-warm 

mountains inland. And at dawn the chill mountain air 

rushed back to the sunlit and already warm sea---an 

inhale at nightfall, an exhale at dawn. 

A bombardier rushed into our command post and 

shouted, Bring you~ mugs, anything you can lay your hands 
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on. An infantryman had found a huge cement vat of red 

wine and bored a hole in it. We drank and lazed drunkenly 

and talked by the light of our oil lamps, we wrote 

letters and I secretly touched my no-Ionger-girlfriend's 

photo. I even showeq it to Captain H., hoping that he saw 

her as my future wife, which might magically, in the rosy 

haze of wine, banisb the impossibility of that. 

We moved our guns north, troop by troop, each convoy 

leaving separately. Captain H. led our artillery troop 

into the hills and ¥e found ourselves in a meadow high 

above the sea, cupp~d round with elm and beech and 

cypress, hushed in its own scented air. Through the trees 

we could watch the ~iny white-frothed waves far below. 

They made a twinkli~g silver ripple in the vast blue of 

the harbour, a blue I had never seen before, just as I'd 

never seen a sky SQ deep and domed and infinite, yet so 

close and so unassu~ingly true that I had to believe it 

false. In fact, I turned to a peasant not much older than 

I and asked him with dumb signs and grunts, Do you always 

have it like this? ~nd he nodded in the agreeable Italian 

manner that denotes utter bafflement. 

Up here, in their own silence, there were pebbly 

streams, virgin coo+ in the shade, winding through young 

woods. I bathed in one, stood naked in the middle. The 

water twisted and bubbled and chuckled round the stones. 

I strolled through the woods, read a book from my little 
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library, joked with the bombardiers, chewed grass outside 

the command post, wqich was in a barn. I watched the 

pigeons on the roof and the cows waiting to be milked and 

the peasant family ~oming and going. There was slush at 

the barn entrance, 'and the hot close wet-hay smells and 

occasional decisive stamp of a cow were all a good-luck 

sign for me. 

Of course such quiet betokens imminent attack and is 

easily recognised by those whose ears are attuned. We had 

wind of a coming barrage which 'we' were going to launch 

on the enemy. As yet we knew nothing of its size. I 

wasn't even sure wh9t the word 'barrage' implied. Much 

less was I aware th~t the size of a barrage is 

I 

commensurate with tqat of the battle timed to follow it. 

All I knew was that we were on Stand By, and so was the 

rest of the divisioq's artillery. 

When dusk came { as I was wandering past the barn 

entrance, Captain H~ called to me sharply to stand by for 

any emergency. I nogded, my hands in my pockets. Shells 

\ 

and cartridge cases lay in tall piles behind each of our 

four guns and the first shift of men was standing to. 

It was almost qark when he gave the order Take Post 

through the Tannoy loudspeaker system. The troopers ran 

out to the guns. This was five minutes before the barrage 

was due. I was a little bored, expecting nothing. A 

runner came to the oommand post with a message to say 
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that the infantry were on their start line (those two 

words were later enough to make me shiver with 

foreboding, and they still do, somewhat). 

Captain H. looked at me from inside the command 

post---Stand next to the guns, he told me, be ready to 

relay my orders if the Tannoy breaks down. I took a 

megaphone with me a~d it seemed to amuse the gunners 

(etiquette said thqt one only used the voice). 

I heard a faint order Fire! from a field to our 

flank, then it was taken up again and again until it came 

from the loudspeakers behind me and the dark starlit 

night moved and a swollen booming and crashing chasm took 

the place of the sky, surging far ahead and spreading in 
\ 

a wide fathomless sqstained deafening roar along the 

whole front and I started awake at last, mouth open, 

stunned at the endless blue and yellow flashes across the 

spaces with the earth rocking and leaping and rumbling 

I 

from the gun's detonations and the night itself shaking. 

I stood in this ill~minated arc that surely was the world 

I 

gone mad in a last thunder of the universe and I began to 

feel an exultation t had never known before, I let myself 

I 

go in this last hour of the universe such that God must 

take notice, yes, there must even at this eleventh hour 
<"- '. 

be God to take notice. 

The men were p~shing the shells home with their 

ramrods, tight-closing the steel doors of the breech, 
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standing back for the mighty spout to recoil and give 

forth its demon fly~ng death while the meadow all round 

was lit by simultanepus flashes (taking kindly to the 

light as meadows do). I was no longer a spectator, I 

itched to be at one of the guns pulling the hot lever 

with my lanyard after the sergeant's order Fire! 

But the silence afterwards, the way the leaves and 

trickling of water returned to themselves and the acrid 

cordite smell gave ~ay to the hot scent of wild thyme, 

and the way the trees stood placid and still again, was a 

disappointment to m~. What had it all amounted to if 

everything became as it had been before, with the 

silence, into which all sounds die, victorious? if 

nothing remains recqrded? 

But this sudden quiet was only for us. Not yet had I 

cringed from the horrifying precipitate swoop of a shell 

to earth and heard the screams, the ones of the living 

and the ones of the "dying. Not yet had I learned that a 

barrage at the rece~ving end changes tears of exultation 

to tearless ones of'the deepest sorrow you have known . 
. ~ .. --.~.---

I knew that I ~ouldn't be with the guns much longer, 

that my real job wa$ in the forward lines. I even knew 

that my song would 9,hange: very shortly I would be 

guiding these very ~hells to their destination; I would 

be calling for the marrages by radio. I would be at the 

spearhead of attack? I would find myself in places where 
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my own fire had fallen perhaps only moments ago. And from 

there I would direct further fire. 

I would not ontY be in the forward lines but must be 

prepared to find myself beyond those lines, in enemy 

ones. 

That is, I was to be a Forward Observation Officer 

or F.O.O. as we cal~ed him. The army textbooks called him 

The Eyes of the Army. 

And then these guns of mine and this command post 

would become for me a haven I rarely tasted, since I 

would be miles ahead of them. The roar of a firing 

programme---the shell slipped so easily into the breech, 

the hot lever pulled to make the gun leap forward and try 

to fly beyond the b~ocks that braked its wheels---would 

be no more to me thpn fireworks. 

* * * 

We were ordered to move yet again to a town ten 

kilometres up from $alerno called Cava ~~ Tirreni. The 

move was to be made in separate columns so as to create 

surprise. This was just what it didn't do. Light as their 

shells were, our guns still made a hell of a racket 

getting hitched up 9nd set down again. 

The Germans ha? just vacated Cava ~ Tirreni and it 

was obvious (though not for us) that they had quickly 

taken up positions with a perfect view of the valley in 
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which our guns were now put down---within spitting 

distance of our noses, so to speak. 

We put our four guns down, under the cover of night, 

in the bed of the valley, with steep vine terraces rising 

ahead of us and on ?oth flanks. Then, after putting out 

sentries, we walked stealthily back into Cava de' 

Tirreni, where we h~d taken over a big house. I shared a 

tiny nursery room with another junior officer. We took it 

in turns to sleep i~ a child's cot, relieving each other 

every few hours for guard duty at the guns. To get to the 

guns all we had to go was to take a winding path that 

couldn't be observe~. It all seemed so safe. Cava de' 

Tirreni (meaning th~ quarry or mine of the Tyrrhenian 

seas, on Italy's we~tern coast) was tiny then. Its humped 

houses appeared to ~e piled on each other and it smelled 

the same as all Ita+ian war-time towns---sun-dried herbs 

and old walls and wood smoke and sewage and chicory. 

Also those vire terraces where we put the guns had 

a great beauty. Thefe were mossy statues and a fountain 

and green garden benches where the women who tended the 

vines would sit. We started digging ourselves in during 

the night but by dawn, that first morning, we were only 

down a few inches. ~e camouflaged the guns as best we 

could. 

Then we return~d just before dawn. But the moment 

the sun put its first blinding tip an inch above the 
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horizon there was a swift hoarse breathing in the sky and 

mortar-bombs crashed among the leaves, their smoke 

rolling flatly away, hugging the dew. Most of the first 

stuff fell near the penches and statues. A splinter 

caught an Italian g~FI. She screamed frantically. Somehow 

her screaming seemeq to inspire the enemy and the bombs 

spread to the terr~~es where we were and we began 

scrambling up and down them, flung ourselves to the wet 

earth and as quickly jumped up again as they came down in 

clusters and the pungent smoke got into our lungs. One of 

the men shouted down at the girl Shut up! Shut up! in the 

illusion that she ~as attracting the fire. He threw 

himself down by me and murmured, She's not hurt as bad as 

all that. 

I lost two men in that sacred green hollow. One was 

my own signaller, too badly hurt to scream. We got him 

into a stone hut anq put him face down. He had two deep 

holes in his back, behind the lungs. I held him in my 

arms. One of the trpopers asked him if he'd like a smoke 

and,he managed to r~ise his head. The trooper put a 

cigarette between his lips and was about to light it when 

my signaller coughed blood into it so that it swelled up 

and fell with a plop to the cement floor. Then his head 

fell forward. 

This was a man I felt closer to than anyone I had 

met in the army, indeed in my whole life. He was older 



WAR IN ITALY 22 

than I, probably no more two or three years, but it made 

him seem mature to me. He was to be my chief signaller 

throughout the war. Both of us had known this. There was 

a wonderful formality between us that strangely 

reinforced the sens~ of a perfect, immediate 

understanding between us that needed only a nod or a word 

for a message of eyes that would have required whole 

sentences in the cape of someone else. He was to 

accompany me on my F.O.O. missions, this was understood 

between us. Just a glanc~ conveyed all, no need for 

'orders'. This in Y9ur signaller is precious as gold. And 

to find your closes~, most natural friend who understood 

you as you understood him quite as if you had hitherto 

spent all your life in his company. 

And I was hold~ng him in his dying. I must have 

known that no man cQuld survive such deep wounds in the 

rear of the chest. Tears flooded to my eyes and I held 

them back because you somehow get the command to do so, 

from within. You get so many inner commands in battle, 

[ ~ 
\ namely in p world you have never so much as dreamed of 

before. 

This is the true baptism of fire, not the shock of 

shells or the screa~s or the terrified eyes of friend or 

i 

enemy but the first death and if it is the death of 

someone closer to YQu than almost any man has been in 

your life then this is a baptism deep indeed. 



WAR IN ITALY 23 

It turned me into a soldier. I can't explain this. 

It made me determined to do well. Doing well meant that I 

would look after th~ four men detailed to me when I 'went 

out'. I vowed, with my closest of friends in my arms, not 

as a thought at all~ but the vow simply took place, as I 

knew afterwards only---I silently and unawares vowed that 

my four men would r~main unharmed. And that was how it 

happened. You can mqke vows in battle in such a way that 

you have secured 'the future. 

And things were suddenly quiet. My face still 

puckered up against the tears, you are crying for all the 

future ones too, the ones who are going to die, for you 

will not cry again, yet they were talking to you but a 

second before and now they lie with the ashen stare of 

shock that denotes the last breath. 

A peasant woman in black stood by the hut door and 

moaned quietly to h~rself. The gunners trod about 

respectfully, thinking, bitter. We cursed Jerry who had 

done it because cus$ing gave us an outlet. The other 

wounded man got it in the arm but it was a bad one just 

the same and he was stretchered away to hospital, and I 

think died later. 

In the manner of soldiers we griped and belly-ached. 

We asked how the hell could anybody have thought of 

putting twenty-five-pounder guns into a bloody soup-bowl 

like this, where we couldn't even fire the sodding 
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things. To fire out of that hole you would need a 

vertical trajectory, your own shit would fall back on 

you. You have to be a madman to put artillery into the 

forward lines where Jerry can just look down on you, it 

was typical of supe+ior officers (meaning those who were 

majors or more) etc. etc., in that routine grumble we 

called 'ticking'. 

Afterwards the*e were boring hours. A death isn't 

forgotten. It becom~s part of that strange assembly of 

the men who have goqe and the men who are living and 

might at any minute go. 

I enjoyed strolling in Cava de' Tirreni's narrow 

lanes, with a silence all round you never get in peace. 

One morning I lookeq up at a window and a man and woman 

were beckoning to me to corne upstairs. In sign language 

they were telling me to push the downstairs door open 

and, stranger from ~nother land as I was, walk up. I 

waved back and smil~d and walked on because once up 

there, for all I knew, I might disappear, then who would 

look for me? All the harmless couple wanted was to barter 

for cigarettes, bully beef, sugar. In exchange perhaps 

for eggs. Discreetlr they might have suggested a girl. 

I hadn't yet l~arned that Italians were as straight 

as a die, even when crooked. 

I was impatient to get my first F.O.O. assignment 

over and done with; It would have been useful to get some 
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gen (pronounced with a soft 'g'), our word for 

information. But none came. It hadn't figured in my 

training either. You could be trained for surprise but 

not for the surpris~s when they came. 

I knew the bare logistics of being an F.O.O.---you 

take three or four ~en with you, including one or two 

signallers. Your raqio equipment has to be with you at 

all times. This includes batteries and, in very rare 

cases of unusual prqximity, a cable for direct wire-

\ 

contact with the reqr. Mostly you have no chance of 

recharging the batt~ries, so while you need to be in day 

and night contact with your command post back at the guns 
\ 

you have to be econqmical in radio use. Your firing 

orders sometimes have to be relayed far beyond your own 

command post in ord~r to engage the guns of a whole 

brigade or division, and the reply has to come back down 

that hierarchy, so rou need plenty of juice. 

It was after t~e word Ready had been passed on to 

you from all the as~embled waiting guns that your final 

order of Fire! coulq be given and then almost 

instantaneously you· heard the baleful whirring of the 

shells above your h~ad. 

These 'twenty-five-pounder' guns of ours were, for 

artillery, the lightest you could find. They were General 

Montgomery's favourite weapon, he being an unusually 

humane commander. Tne shells fell in clusters and you had 
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to be very close to their forward blast to catch a 

packet. What they did do most effectively was create 

panic---the air becomes full of blinding cordite smoke 

and the crashes are ceaseless and relentless. The craters 

are the shallowest ~ade by any form of artillery. 

It was these shells that as an F.O.O. I could call 

up at a moment's notice but I also had access to the 

other heavier artillery available both in the division 

and the Corps (namely, two divisions, if they happened to 

be working together) . 

The only thing you know as a novice F.O.O. is that 

you will have to observe the country carefully and 

consult your Intell~gence map as you move across it. But 

that isn't much of q training. So your state of 

trepidation as your first F.O.O. assignment draws near, 

like mine now, cam~ from utter bafflement as to what to 

expect. 

Obviously an F.O.O. must know something about the 

enemy that faces hi~. After all, he must develop so to 

\ 

speak an intimacy with him. He must know what kind of 

fighters these particular enemy regiments are, and in 

what strength they are at the moment, whether they are 

the 15 th or 26 th or ? 9th Panzer Grenadiers or a Hermann 

Goring division or the 44th Austrian infantry (the most 

I 

·~iable of opponent~) . 
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Such a man can be a treasure for the infantry since 

he carries about with-him an invisible armour shield. So 

the tendency of infantry officers was therefore to treat 

him with awe if he was good and amiably disregard him if 

he wasn't. 

Once in a new position the F.O.O. must help 

consolidate it with so-called SOS targets, which may 

involve a firing pr~gramme lasting the whole night. You 

communicate this programme, with its timetable and 

intervals by radio~ to your command post, having already 

given your exact map reference in code. 

There was one thing I looked forward to---being my 

own master. I would be trusted or spurned for my 

decisions alone. I even felt a need to witness war at its 

demented heart. And for this the role of F.O.O. seemed 

exactly placed. 

Before you get your first assignment the eyes of 

senior officers are on you sizing you up. The respect of 

your gunners (very few of whom saw the forward lines) is 

much enhanced if yoq go up, and it grows the more you go 

up. The unlucky ones among them are those who have to 

I 

accompany you. But more unlucky is that handful of men 

who become your favqurites, the kind of men who, try as 

they might, cannot help being reliable. Never was there a 

better argument for that devoutly observed military rule-

--never volunteer. 
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Likewise if th~ F.O.O. was good he was always in 

demand. If he wasn't he stayed with the guns. 

The French long ago had a more precise word for the 

F.O.O. and that wa~ le sentinel perdu. He is to all 

intents and purpos~s a lonely (and frequently lost) spy. 

Much of the Intelligence given to him about enemy 

dispositions is lik~ly to be wrong though his life 

largely depends on ~t being right. But it is impossible 

to have good Intell~gence about forward lines because 

they move so fast, especially in close terrains like 

those in Italy. So it is the F.O.O. who keeps the map up 

to the latest date. The danger for him is that being very 

mobile, with at most four men, he can easily get lost, 

and in enemy lines~ which happened to me and mine more 

than once. 

We entered Naples on October 1 1943, namely three 

weeks after the Salerno landing. And these weeks cost us 

12000 casualties, 5000 of them American, nearly 7000 

British. And we wer~ here solely because Kesselring's new 

defence line was now ready for us. 

But at last we had an official fleshpot where we 

could go for short leaves, even half a day. There was the 

chance of a dance and Lilly Marlene being sung. The 

copper wire laid by Fifth Army engineers for new 

telephone systems at once disappeared. That hadn't 

happened under the Germans because their penalty for 
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stealing copper wire had been death. There was a 

favourite apocryphal story that the kids of Naples, in 

this new lawless democracy, unscrewed the nuts and bolts 

of an allied ship until one night it sank elegantly out 

of sight. 

I drove into Nqples several times alone. I sat in a 

tiny restaurant tuc~ed into a side street with the sun 

blazing through the 'entrance. I ordered chicken but was 

aware after a few bttes that it was cat. Why did I order 

\ 

chicken after being told so often that it was always cat? 

The place became empty and I started to talk to the 
\ 

, 
proprietress in my poor army Italian which always got the 

accents hopelessly ~rong---we called the Rapido river the 

Rapeedo whereas it fS accented on the first syllable as 

in 'rapid'. We did the same with 'Taranto' and 

'Brindisi', both of which carry their emphasis on the 

first syllable. And no doubt if we had ever wanted to 

talk about the Medici we would have made the same mistake 

(most Anglo-Saxons 9till do). But it was our rule and no 

Italian dared correct us. 

The proprietre~s was a large young woman with black 

curly hair and an easy sisterly manner. She asked me if I 

was lonely and I smiled, refusing this offer to bed down 

with her. I told myself that I didn't find her attractive 

but in fact I was afraid of a dose of clap. Also we were 
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warned not to separate ourselves from our clothes, ever, 

not in Naples at this present half-starved time. 

She and I sat with our elbows on the table gazing 

into the blinding light of the entrance and I found in 

myself a resolve that I would one day make this country 

my own (which I lat~r did). I left her some cigarettes, 

which were consider~d gold. 

A few days later I sat with five other officers in a 

barracks on the city's outskirts, the sea silver and 

flashing far below,\ the light failing. 

The Battery co~ander said, We shall have to decide 

\ 
who is going up witq this one. I held my breath, my heart 

beat faster, I gazei at the wall and held the leg of the 

table. The day had been one of those autumn days that 

lazily replay the e~rlier sweltering season and raise the 

Italian's voice and 'give him a special easy walk. 

Not many days after that I sat once more in an 

officers' conference, this time in a room with a parquet 

floor and tall windpws high above the deep still blue of 

Naples harbour, lightly ruffled with white-flecked waves, 

where our battle cruisers looked like clever intricate 

toys. The windows gave on to a balcony from which a 

grateful evening br~eze wafted in, then spent itself 

\ 

until the next one, in an hallucinating rhythm I had 

never known a hint of in my former life. 
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No sounds came up to us, so removed were we from 

city and sea. The cqptain who had welcomed me at Salerno 

I 

with a gruff but solicitous nod, Captain Maugham, said he 

thought I should g~ up in the next show, being the 

freshest among us. rhe major smiled at me and said he 

I 

agreed it was time to break me in. 

I smiled too but I was mortally afraid. Yet 

excitement went wit~ it, even increased it. I was to 

stand out, perform, perhaps earn better smiles---more 

earnest ones. It is wonderful what human association does 

for us, being able to render sane and even orderly what 

our trembling limbs know to be otherwise. 
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2 

Farewell 

Most of the 13th day of October 1943 I leaned against 

a warm haystack factng south. There were flat fields all 

round and a breeze ~ntermittent like a series of broken 

sighs that breathed a message to me I couldn't decipher-­

-whether warning or solace. I was alone, reading a novel 

about a youth of twenty-one (just right) who was deeply 

in love, and how his love, after a long time of anguish, 

was requited. And since it was thoughtfully written, 

taking me back to a style of speech I would never hear 

again (everything pre-war was now a remote never-never 

land), the words melted in nostalgically with the scented 

autumn day and the qush that the sound of bees and flies 

only made deeper. 

The silence brought a fear that awakened suddenly 

and died again, as if these fields knew what lay ahead, 

this very night. It made me look up from the pages and as 

quickly sent me back to them. It merged with the words I 

was reading---with the hero's horror that he might not be 

loved by the girl. ~nd this in turn helped that southern 

hush to be valedict~ry. 
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Now and then and I gazed at Vesuvius in the far 

distance sending its straight white volcanic smoke 

unresisted into the plue. It curled very slightly at the 

top with such a lei~urely and domestic air. Like any 

curling smoke you ~ight see. There wasn't a gun to be 

heard, not in the r~motest distance. Yes, when an attack 

has been prepared, ~nd the enemy is waiting as you are 

waiting, with death in mind, all the trees and grasses 

join in. 

We were to make a bridgehead over the river 

Volturno, a name which suggests currents that turn in on 

themselves---volto with its idea of turning round, turno 

that of returning. And it was the river Field Marshal 

\ 

Kesselring had chosen for us to break our heads on (his 

words). But wait---rhis river was also useful for him in 

I 

so far as it gave him time to prepare an even stronger 

line further north. But wait again---this stronger line 

would give him time to prepare a truthfully impregnable 

line which whole divisions, whole corps could decimate 

themselves to the paint of self-disbandment (and did), 

thus breaking both qead and heart. 

Thankfully we ~new nothing of this but even if we 

had we would have r~jected it. As a soldier you have to 

believe that your enemy is confused and surprised by your 

every approach. 
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I was to assemble with my four men at infantry 

battalion headquarters in a pre-arranged area south of 

the river Volturno. I was to await dusk there and the 

time appointed for the opening barrage from our side. The 

moment this barrage ceased I was to go forward and make 

contact with our attacking infantry company at its start 

line. 

Those were my orders and I didn't have the 

experience to see that they didn't make sense. Clearly my 

permission to move was too late, being the moment when 

the company assigneci to me would be committed to battle. 

The order thus put me far behind the start line---into 

the tail, not the spearhead. Which meant that I would 

spend the crucial first stage searching for my infantry 

commander. Without ~im I had no job or place to go. 

\ 

Without me he had no retaliatory power against the flak. 

Not only that, but our army too was inexperienced. 

This was the first set-battle of the Italian campaign. 

The Salerno operation, having been a mostly defensive 

action (landing sto+es and equipment under fire), offered 

no lessons for what 'was coming up. 

Jerry was in some strength now---three divisions 

faced us and were P9rticularly lively on our sector 

because the main Naples-Rome highway passed just ahead. 

I was there wi~h my men at the appointed time. I 

remember young woodtand---good cover. We stood together, 
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my men and me, five of us, waiting in the dying light. 

The barrage from our guns started up to the second, a 

huge mounting thunder from behind us, followed at once by 

the screeching of sqells arching overhead into enemy 

lines. The earth tre~led because we weren't a great 

distance from the river and we fell into the usual pre­

battle elated illu~ion that such a shattering orchestra 

must leave not a yard of enemy earth alive. The fact is 

that, especially in close terrain, the enemy pops out of 

his holes at the fifst lull and starts lobbing the stuff 

back. And that woul~ be happening within moments. 

It was ten o'clock and dark before my signallers and 

I got the order to ~ove and we advanced in single file, 

keeping to one side~of a broad crowded causeway between 

the trees. Then as ~oon as enemy shells began falling 

close we started running, trying to get to the ditches 

which we knew to b~ just short of the river. Stupidly I 

had eaten a late meal and started vomiting as I ran, 

turning my head to one side so that my tunic and map-case 

wouldn't get soiled. As we ran the enemy launched its 

fearsome Nebelwerfe~ or Organ Grinder mortar bombs right 

where we were so thqt hot breaths of suffocating cordite 

rushed into our fac~s. Clattering enemy machine-gun fire 

opened up from the '~i ver, presumably on our men trying to 

cross. 
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A mine-detector outfit went ahead of us as always, 

laying white tape down as a safe guide for us. 

Infantrymen were losing contact with each other, calling 

out to each other b~tween the deafening bursts, afraid of 

losing touch. EverYQne was dazed, some men were just 

wandering here and there, others were on the ground and 

calling for the stretchers or just screaming, sometimes a 

man would dash for the ditch at the side of the causeway 

as if he had decide9 to do no more running. 

Something was going very badly wrong. There were 

more men running to~ards us than there were with us, in 

fact growing masses of infantrymen all running in the 

wrong direction, away from the line. We were bumping into 

them and for the life of me I couldn't understand how men 

running away from tne line could be obeying orders of any 

kind. They were calling out to us, You can't go up there! 

I dashed over to onr of them and grabbed him by the arm--

-Where·are you going? He shouted, You can't get through! 

Thinking I might hay~ mistaken the route I shouted back, 

Where's the river then? and he said as he ran on, Back 

there, there's all qell up there, you can't get through! 

I 

Stretcher bearers were rushing past us---it seemed a 

whole army was on its way out of the line. My four men 

were waiting for my order and I shouted into the 

shattering noise Co~e on! and we started running forward 

again. 
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We were quickly in the thick of it. The 

Nebelwerfers were concentrated here. A Nebelwerfer puts 

six bombs at a time into the air and their trajectory 

makes a terrifying howling noise like a vast barrel organ 

in the sky which turns into a dense hungry roar close to 

your ear as the bo~s crash to earth from their almost 

vertical trajectory. 

There was such a thick wall of detonation and tracer 

bullets and darknes$ and men bumping into each other that 

all you could do, once you were close to the river, was 

run from one deep 88mm. crater to the next until you 

found an empty plac~ to throw yourself into, elbow to 

elbow as the screams of the wounded came over, that 

terrible Help! Help! Help!, that imploring scream to the 

enemy guns to Pleas~, please stop! And then the shouts of 

the stretcher bearers, Give us a hand you blokes, for 

christsake help! but the only thing that happened in our 

brains was let it not be me, let it not be me, and when 

at last we managed to scramble down into a crowded crater 

and throw ourselves pown I found myself scratching 

frantically with both hands into the freshly scorched 

soil, trying to mak~ a hole for myself of all grotesque 

idiotic things but knowing how crazy it was didn't stop 

me doing it, I was clawing the hard black earth with 

nails all too frail and I knew I was doing it and how 

crazy it was but th~ hands kept doing it and I swear my 
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men on either side of me were doing it too, the very same 

silliness. I saw my actions so clearly, stood away from 

myself because these were my last moments on earth---that 

was how it was for me and every other man in that crater 

and the screeches of Wailing Winnie over our heads and 

that ghastly angry hot descent of the bombs shattered our 

last hopes and, as always for the soldier, made us doubt 

afterwards that we ~id get through and weren't in a new 

deadly life that contained a trick that made it seem life 

when it wasn't. 

And simultaneously we were listening to the 

stretcher bearers ~nd I was thinking urgently should I 

take my men and help with the stretchers but that would 

mean running back, wouldn't it, running away? And because 

these were our last moments on earth our thoughts were 

sharp and clear anq intensely observant, I was aware of 

my men on both side$ of me and how they were living these 

\ 

last moments too anq they like me were silent and like me 

they had their eye~ closed and I was sure they too were 

scratching crazily ~nto the earth because you never do 

anything individual; not at the extremity of extremities. 

How long we wefe in that crater, how and when we got 

out, even whether the mortar bombs and shells were still 

falling when we jumped up and ran, even whether we ran, I 

cannot recall and never did recall, not even right after. 
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All I know of tpat night was being in the crater in 

our last moments and then, as in a dream that jumps whole 

hours in a flash, I am standing in the first dawn light 

at the river's edge~ a few inches from a handsome German 

officer with thick black hair who is saying in English 

.with easy confidence, In Rome for Christmas? You won't be 

there for months, if ever. 

My Company commander was standing just to the left 

of me and all of us listened to the German diffidently, 

disappointed that our success in breaching the river 

should excite this ~lear-spoken well-meant smiling 

ridicule, and we be+ieved him not because we were 

gullible but because in such extremities one knows the 

truth, and this was'the truth. It was indeed many months 

of mostly useless cqstly struggle through mud and cold, 

in strategic positions that spelled disaster, before we 

reached Rome deple~ed and worn out. 

Perhaps it is this preliminary dying that you go 

through in your las~ moments which turn out not to have 

been your last---perhaps it is this that induces amnesia. 

Perhaps amnesia is ~ thankful device to expunge how you 

got out of that crater so that you may carryon this life 

not half-crazed or wandering in your mind for the rest of 

your days. And sudd~nly the German officer is there, a 

friend, talking wit~out emphasis in this bountiful dawn 

silence, and his ve~y voice is a balm. 



WAR IN ITALY 40 

A few feet before us was the swollen fast river, the 

opposite bank deserted except for four English soldiers 

lying side by side f faces down as if gazing into the 

earth, in perfect order and neatness, their tin hats 

undisturbed, their weapons under them, in an identical 

shared death. They ¢ust have jumped to the bank close 

together and in th~~ jump gone down in one burst of 

machine-gun fire. F0r several days they stayed there, 

clean and obedient. 

Apparently our division had been given not only the 

most intensely defe~ded but the most exposed part of the 

river to tackle. On our left flank was our sister 

division, and on their left were the Americans, 

presumably the Texaqs we had known at Salerno. Our sister 

division, the 56th
, hadn't got across. 

I couldn't work out, in that dawn, why my Company 

commander was still 'on the southern shore when the 

opposite bank was ~lready in our hands. I expected a 

bridgehead to be som~thing you could see right away. But 

Bailey bridges have to be loaded and transported. 

Engineers to build them have to be available. And 

building a bridge in daylight, especially in the first 

vulnerable hours after a battle, would be suicide. 

For the moment there was only the tired dawn silence 

that follows a rough night. Both sides are taking time 
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off to lick wounds. ~ cup of char reassured us, the stearn 

blew up into our faces with each breath. 

We were lucky oecause the Nebelwerfer or Wailing 

Winnie, fearful thdugh it sounded, was also inaccurate. 

Its bombs dispersed over a large area and they took more 

seconds to land tha~ other mortar bombs. Their terrifying 

chorus in the sky WqS thus achieved at the expense of' 

accuracy. Their aim was to create extreme panic. This 

they achieved in th~ case of an entire battalion of the 

US 34 th division. They scattered and it was a whole day 

before they reassern?led. No cowardice was involved. They 

just thought it was something other than war and was 

corning out of the s~y---the frightful Secret Weapon 

constantly promised by Hitler. By far the greater number 

of casualties in battle corne from shock and are called 

non-battle casualtiep because wounds do not figure, so 

there was reasoning behind Wailing Winnie. 

Of course mortqr bombs that fall inaccurately still 

fall, and they fell 'among us, just short of the river. 

Machine-gun fire, nqt these bombs, was the nemesis of the 

men trying at that moment to cross the river. 

We all believed, as men in the first world war did, 

that the shell that got you had your army number on it. 

The idea reassured and terrified in equal measure. 

* * * 
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That bridgehead was at the cost of a thousand 

casualties in one night. 

As for our sister division it was pinned down by 

shellfire. Its Ox and Bucks battalion disguised 

themselves as peasants but the moment they broke cover to 

approach the river they had 80 casualties in a few 

seconds. They tried to cross in boats but most of these 

were at once destroyed, this time with 40 casualties. 

Really the American Fifth army was in no position to 

cross that river. Its divisions only had boats enough for 

one battalion, namely two companies of about sixty men 

each. And that was qopelessly inadequate for a whole 

front. 

I never learned how the men I saw running away from 

the line that night re-joined their units, or if they 

did. To my mind they were deserters and would have been 

rounded up as such. You just can't rejoin your unit a 

whole night late. There were no officers among them as 

far as I could see. Which made desertion even more 

likely. 

In fact, though we didn't know it then, the Fifth 

army had a desertion problem. The 'Naples stroll', as it 

was called, started about this time---some Americans just 

walked out of the line and went to town. Mark Clark 

sensibly accommodated himself to this by organising rest 

areas close to the line, to which the tired and shocked 
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could be sent. You could hardly throw men into prison for 

suffering the results of the pressure you were putting on 

them, such as tackling water without something to float 

on. 

The British were less wise. We now know, as a result 

of the publication (in 1994) of the courts-martial of 

that time, that 197 soldiers mutinied 'at Salerno'. 179 

of these were put in prison for a year or so while the 

ringleaders were g~ven five years. 

They mutinied because their officers had told them 

they were going fro~ North Africa not to Salerno but 

Sicily, where there'was no fighting. The men were already 

battle exhausted and considered this a calculated lie 

which exposed their officers as unfit to lead. I never 

heard of any mutinies on the Salerno beach. It would have 

I 

been difficult to mutiny and get arrested within earshot 

of the Germans. So + am inclined to believe that those 

\ 

men I saw running in the wrong direction were those who 

were court-martialled. 

\ 

The fact that we heard no more of those men meant 

nothing. No battle events were ever, in my memory, 

discussed afterwarqs. Also we were used to 

disappearances. Soldiers, in groups or singly, were 

posted off constant+y. There was never a better 

application of the 9ivide-and-rule axiom. Unwanted 

elements could be dissolved into thin air. And this, by 
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the law of war, is how it has to be. The comfort of being 

in an army is its delegation of moral choice to staff 

officers remote from scrutiny, which helps one sleep at 

night, it being the case that what the eye doesn't see 

the heart doesn't g+ieve after. 
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3 

LAUGHTER 

The weather changed and I was back with the guns. We 

found ourselves camped out behind thick hedges in a mist 

of warm rain under ~ reluctant low lazy sky. The sunshine 

I . 

was so dazzling it made thick rain clouds a white fluffy 

sheet, and our gun site, within its green walls, began 

to feel immune to war, especially as sounds were muffled 

too. 

You never hearp so much laughter. Laughing was the 

most of what we did, it being one of the many unknown 

features of battle that it stirs laughter pure and 

spontaneous. It isn't in spite of the dying, nor is it 

the beckoning death~ nor is it a defence against the 

screams. Laughter i~ an accessory to both, just as in the 

funeral wake the deqd are present even as you drink and 

sing, they being th~ silent provocateurs of this 

unexpected joy. We were children again, Captain H. no 

less than the rest 9f us. 

Army commanders were astonished at so much laughter 

in the forward line~ and I think they put it down to 

grit, which it had ~othing to do with. Army commanders 

are remote from their armies because they have to deal 

with the big scenario and turn it into individual actions 
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on the ground, and tpey don't laugh about the dead. It 

makes them cautious and strangely it makes them reckless, 

and there was in ou~ particular army commander something 

of the latter, and ~hat didn't promote laughter. 

We were awaitiqg orders, meaning we could pass the 

day as we chose. The guns were snugly camouflaged and out 

of action. The distq~t boom of big artillery was muffled, 

\ 

spread out comfortaQly, conferring death on others---and 

on us a sense of reprieve. 

For me 'the guqs' were already another way of saying 

safe haven. They were pinpointed sometimes by enemy 

artillery but on th~ whole shells fell wide of us, though 

not always so wide that we could forget them. 

Our all-day anp sometimes all-night firing 

programmes were no more disturbing to me than the so-

called dags with whtch we recharged our radio batteries. 

Their engines were Qoing all night and made a deafening 

noise, and some of 4s (I was one) liked to put our beds 

close to a dag in order, of all things, to sleep soundly. 

That way, too, you wouldn't hear the rush of the shell 

that had your numbei on it. 

Captain H. and' I got hold of a bottle of gin and 

began drinking clos~ to my bivouac one late afternoon. I 

passed out and woke up twenty-four "hours later with my 

bivouac collapsed over me and my legs outside. I thought 

the dusk was the pr~vious dawn. I only woke because I was 
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starting to suffocate. Captain H. must have tripped over 

my bivouac pegs as he staggered away, unless he pulled 

them out for fun. 

We had a laugh afterwards and resolved never to touch gin 

again. But we didn't ask ourselves why we had drunk to 

unconsciousness. So~etimes we talked about Churchill--­

how we of the Strug~le against Fascism had put him 'where 

he was---hoisted on our sole shoulders (his own party 

would never have pu~ him there) he was at our beck and 

call, leased from the 'reactionaries' solely for the 

duration of the war. The thought that Churchill was 

acting entirely on ~is own never once occurred to us. 

We sat and drank numberless sobering mugs of char 

and I had a letter from home saying 'Well son we had our 

windows blown out today'. I never wrote home any but the 

vaguest footnotes to my present life since I didn't wish 

to suggest heroics to people under nightly bombardment 

from the air, witho~t choice of fight or flight, no 

medals posthumous or otherwise, no extra rations or rest 

periods or worst of all any personal encounter with the 

enemy, who remained at a great inaccessible height and 

were hated because their deaths could not be seen. I 

heard from my parents that Len, my middle brother's 

closest friend, had ,fallen from the sky over Germany, 

with no time or pertaps strength to activate his 

parachute. 
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* * 

We got wind of another show coming up---a wopper 

this time. We were pgain to punch a hole in the enemy 

defences but this time our armoured division would 'pass 

through' it (an expression that took on, in the course of 

the Italian campaign, a certain tragic drollness). 

Having secured the northern banks of the river 

Volturno we were now to face Field Marshal Kesselring's 

Gustav or Winter line, which he was even now preparing 

for us. To protect ~is busy engineers he began building a 

makeshift line (the Bernhardt) which stretched from 

Minturno on the Mediterranean coast across a range of 

peaks called the AUf-unci, so we would first have to hop 

this lesser hurdle. \ 

It was these p~aks we were now invited to tackle. 

\ 

Anyone could see th~t we were neither trained nor 

equipped for mounta~n warfare but Kesselring had devised 

the trap and it see~ed our destiny to adapt ourselves to 

his design, in othe~ words walk smack into it. 

The Aurunci went east towards the centre of the 

Italian peninsula aqd stopped abruptly and briefly at the 

narrow defile in whfch was contained the road to Rome. 

This was called in dull military phrasing Highway 6 and 

it was accompanied by the enchanting Liri river, which 

gave its name to the defile. 
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Thus the road to Rome could be overseen from 

formidable heights---which also presented a deadly 

insurmountable natural barrier to any commanders bent on 

frontal assault, as ours were. 

This was not a~l. On the other (eastern) side of the 

defile there was another range of peaks almost as 

formidable. And even this wasn't the worst news. Within 

touching distance of the defile, so to speak, there lay a 

smaller but steep h~ll and on this sprawled, in the 

sweetest manner, a $lumbering medieval town called 

• 
Cassino which thus +ooked benignly down not only on the 

I 

mouth of the defile with its precious road to Rome but on 
• 

the plains that stretched before it in a southerly 

direction. This town was the central nut of the Gustav 

Line, a nut snug anq smug for its defenders, with 

I 

wriggling lanes and humped houses clutched together in a 

centuries-old solitude, but a nut which even if you 

destroyed it stone ~Y stone and tile by tile would 

remain---indeed ass~rt itself infinitely---as the nut too 

deadly to approach, and beyond human powers to 

infiltrate. 

And not even this was enough. The sleepy nut was 

accompanied, even dominated, by a greater and more 

imposing and especi~lly reinforced one that covered the 

summit of the hill and would require an arsenal of 

nutcrackers to break it, yet was just as sweet as 
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wi th such deep relish for ;1U3;.i.:. idiosYncracy and so keen an ere ,~:~§f 
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"Only for those who love Italy with Such an indecent obsession that 
they positively welcome an author who is weak enough to be, ' 
sim1larly infatuated but strong enough to list a hundred re'ssons 
why he shouldri't be •... If it were possible to expl~in why ,Mr. 
Rowdon's ideas are so acceptable, it would be possl.ble to e~plain ,..;, 

'Italy - and if this were possible, nobody would write books about~i ~ 
Italy any more. All books about Italy are frantic attempts to ~ry~ .... /I 
and understand the nature of its fascination, and if Mr. Rowdon's 
book is one:of the best attempts that has been made for many years, 
this 16 because he tries so deeply to understand and must excite the 
sympathy of anyone else who has tried to do so.~ . 

NIGEL DENNIS (Sunday Telegraph) 

ALlAN SKETCHES by Maurice Rowdon 20t~ JWle 196.3. 

h'en Mr. Rowdon wri tes as well as tr;at, the delighted reader forgives hi@ 
1 his prejUdice." JOHN RAYMOND (Sunday rimee).' 

--- _ .. -_ ......... --

A ROMAN STRE.b,'lCJ:' by naurice Rowdon 13th February 1964. 

"Living in Rome and enjoying contemporary life there with an infectious zest, Mr. 
Rowdon can also look back without nostalgia on the city's past. The transformation 
scene of rec~t years is described as Mr. Rowdon, comes aoross it. He watches his. 
neighbours with the same observant and appreciative understanding as he does changes 
of street and shop. He is an amateur of medieval Rome ••• He reflects that the air must 
once have been dusty in the summer in Rome like desert air with breaths from the sea 
all the time and he goes on to suggest that a last glimpse of that Rome must have ., -- . 
been had in the first years of the nineteenth century. This leads him to pine trees 
sprouting out of the Caracalla ruins. Sheliey sitting under the arches of the old 
baths, and to Goethe I s drawings. His comments on Italian and Sioilian wines 
are delicious. So are some of the inoidents -.a hair-cut gives him a chanee to 
get a grateful laugh from any but a stern unbending reader ••• Mr. Roydon is such good 
company that he could have written at greater length without risk of becoming 
tedious." 

- THE TIME) 
.-~-~--



NIAURICE ROWDON 

THE FALL OF VENICE 

'The new book is a bold and 'v-igorous one, and 
though true to its title is written v..-ith such 
enthusiasm that one cannot help concluding 
that to fall is happier than to rise.' 
NIGEL D~NIS Sunday Telegraph 

'Mr Rowdon is forrunate, because after reading 
his enthralling essays one can still return to 
Venice and see so much that has survived the 
Fall.' 
CYRIL CONNOLLY Sunday Times 

'Stylish and haunting' New Yorker 

A ROMAN STREET 

'I am quite delighted with it. It catches the very 
voice and breath of Rome' 
J. I. M. STEWART 

'A first-class daily-life writer and all the 
Romamsts will want to read him ... Every word 
of it rings true ... reminds us of Lawrence' 
BERNARD WALL The Obseroer 

ELKEG ·BElAM 

Highly entertaining and provocative, 
this is the incredible, true-life account 
of two astonishing dogs who com­
municate with humans, solve arith­
metic problems faster than you can, 
and discuss topics ranging from the 
weather to religion. 

Many other attempts of varying success have 
been and will be made to communicate with 

. animals-dogs. horses. chimpanzees. dolphins. 
In The Talking Dogs. Maurice Rowdon has 
documented-painstakingly. impressively and 
convincingly-one such experiment, takin lace. 
right now, that has emphatically worked. 

perimeter wes.t 
. Fo·r ~ll who care for literature that· 

concerns itself with the things that really 
happen and really matter, Perimeter West 
is a novel to notice. It is original; its 
vision is simple and mature; and it speaks 
for a generation unacclimatised to peace 

and quiet. 

"Ptofoundly serious" . . .. "As an 
indictment of modern warfare Of Sins 
and Wimer is extremely powerful . . . 
Here, it seems to me, is described the 
dilemma not only of war and peace, but 
that of this century" t wrote the reviewer 
of Maurice Rowdon's last book in En­
counter. 

o 

IT ALlAN SKETCHES 

'It is a real pleasure to come across a quite 
original book on Italy ... I derived much 
pleasure from it.' 
SIR HAROLD ~"ICOI.SON The Observer 

'So often piercingly accurate and so far under 
the skin of everyday appearances that it is really 
a new appraisal almost ofa new country' 
ISABEL Qt.nGL.ry The Guardian 

'Within a couple of pages he has established a 
strong literary personality' 
Punch 

'A ne-;:,· \\'riter of importance' - Punch 
'Encowed with a sharp reporter's eye' 
- Sur.day Times 

'He c:m describe what he sees and hears 
with an unpretentious immediacy that 
brings a scene instantly and enduringly to 
life' - Times Literary Supplemen~ 

'All books about Italy are frantic attempts 
to try and understand the nature of its 
fascination, and if Mr Rawdon's book 
(Italian Sketches) is one of the best attempts 
that has been ma~e for many years, this is 
because he tries so deeply to understand and 
must e.~cite the sympathy of anyone else 
who has tried to do so' - Sunday Telegraph 

'A loving, sunlit account ... something of 
Lawrence's travel books, something of 
Durrell's island books .... like the chatter of 
an opera recitative, like asti spumante 
gurgling ~ffervescent and intoxicating out 
ofa bottle '-New Statesman 

THE COMPANION GUIDE TO . 
UMBRIA 

'Mr Rowdon has written an exceptionally well­
informed and enrertaining guide. This is·an 
outstanding travel book.' . 
Eastern Daily Press 

Clowns, some say, are a dying race. 
But if ever a sad day comes when The 
Great Clowns are no more, and people 
who have never seen them wonder what 
they were like, we could confidently 
rec~mmend them to read this remark­
able book. 

The description 
of this perfornl"ance, with all its tension, 
near-tragedy, humour and triumphant 
virtuosity, is a tour-de-force which 
marks out 1tIr. Rowdon as a writer of 
the highest promise. 
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. Punch hailed him as a 'new writer of importance'. Maurice Rowdon is a professional 
author/playwright trained in philosophy, and a breathmaster. He was born in a London 
working-class family. He took two degrees at Oxford, the fITst in Modem History (one year) 
and the other in Modem Greats (philosophy, politics and economics), specialising in Kant's 
Critique of Pure Reason (three years). He was a Forward Observation Officer in World War 
II. He then taught English Literature at Baghdad University. Afterwards he went to Italy to 
live and became a specialist in Italian civilization. Dissatisfied with Occidental thought he 
turned to the Orient, began practicing Hatha Yoga and daily pranayama or breath-discipline 
under an Indian guru. His yoga background led him eventually to develop his own breath 
technique which he taught at Berkeley and San Francisco Cal. for nine years. 

ABOUT ROWDON'S WORK: 

My life work, whether in books, plays or hands-on breath guidance has been a continual 
involvement with the nature of intelligence, human and animal, and the role of religions and 
civilizations in trying to help the human contain what would otherwise be an untamed state of 
of dementia. This dementia is perfectly reflected in the present state of the planet, which may 
bring extinction to that planet. We can see our full responsibility for this but we still regard 
regard ourselves as the finest, indeed the only truly conscious, creatures on the earth, with a 
special relationship to God. The other animals appear 'blindly automatic' to us precisely 
because they fit perfectly into their habitats, they go unhesitatingly to their food in the soil or 
trees or the lake or ocean, while our tragedy is that we have passed through habitat after 
habitat as strangers, until we can now command every habitat on the earth. 'Human' means an 
animal rooted nowhere. 

In 195 in a Roman Street I predicted that politics would be defmed by green issues. 
In 1960 in Elke and Belham 
Space exploration 

He has published with Chatto and Windus, Heinemann, Constable, Weidenfeld, Barrie and U 0 D 
Rockcliffe, Gollancz and Macmillan in London; Praeger, Putnam, St. Martin's Press and './l~ D 
Henry Regnery in the USA; S.Fischer Verlag in Germany. [double click to Amazon, % -1,' . 
Abebooks etc]. . 0 . . "t 
His reviewers include the Times Literary Supplement which observed that 'He brings a scene 
instantly and enduringly to life. He is full of variety ... His style is extremely simple: short 
words and short sentences, yet every now and then he takes off on a purely literary flight of 
fancy that carries the reader with it in hilarious or tender acceptance.' 'The delighted reader,' 
wrote The sSunday Times 'forgives him all his prejudicess'. The Guardian called him 
'artistically exhilarating ... often piercingly accurate' 
The New Statesman found his prose 'like asti spumanti, gurgling, effervescent and 
intoxicating. on' .edu forgives him vda 

Rowdon's last year at school was interrupted by World War 11 where as a Forward 
Observation Officer he fought in the Italian campaign 1943-45. In 1955 his account of the war 
Of Sins and Winter published byChatto and Windus was described by reviewers 'as an 
indictment of modem warfare ... , a confession, the guilt a man may feel for the part he has 
played in mass-slaughter, and the terrible exile which accompanies it ... profoundly serious, an 
indictment of modem warfare, it describes the dilemma not only of war and peace but that of 
this century'f . 

\\ 
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BIOGRAPHY Maurice Rowdon 

ABOUT ROWDON 

Maurice Rowdori is a professiorial author/Playwright trained in philosophy, arid a oreath­
master. He was born' in' London in a working-class family. He took two degrees at Oxford, 
the first in Modern flistory (one year) and the otqer in Modern Greats (phiI6sophy, politics 
and economics), specialising in Kant's Critique of pure Reason (three years). He was a 
forward observation officer in World War II. He taqght EngHsh Literature at a~ghdad 
University. Afterwards he went to Italy to lIve, and; became a specialist in Italian civilization. 
Dissatisfied with Occiderital thought he turned to the Orient, began practiCirig Hatha Yoga 
and daily pranayama or breath discipline under an Indian Gum. His yoga background led him 
eventually io develop his own breath technique which he taught at Berkeley and San 
Francisco~, Cal. for nine years. 

ABOUT ROWDON'S WORK: 

~My life work, whether iri books, plays or harids-ori breath guidarice has oeen 4 coritiriual 
involvement with the nature of intelligence, human and animal, and the role of religions 
and civilizations in helping humans contain their species-defining insanity. 

'The key to all my work and thought is this: Man is riot, as he thinks, the master of himself, 
let alone his environment or the universe. He has called himself the only creature with access 
to God, the only creature with choice, free will and self-determination. 

'The fact is that the human, far from being the 1]10st highly evolved, the fittest and most 
enlightened creature on earth, suffers from a tragic weakness---that of a desperately 
beleaguered animal, one who must invent extraordinary measures for his owri survival, 
measures which have also, understandably and logically, brought the planet and himself to 
iiear extiriCtiori.' 

It comes dowri to the huihari not really kriowing who he is, what he suffers from and above all 
how to put himself.humbiy, and harmoniously back into the planetary habitats he has fought 
hard to dominate because he has no habitat to wlii€/J. he belongs. 

But the human tragically persists in thinking he's outside the animal kingdom. I say not only 
is he an animal but he is ttie least intelligent animal on this planet. He has a crooked 
ideology which he irilierited from every kind of 'thinker' and prinCipally Aristotle, who said 
that to become properly human you must suppress and disown 'the animal within'. I say that, 
'on the contrary, the human is an eroded animal and his natural state now is one equivalent to 
walking psychosis. THE MAD APE The Animal That Said It Wasn't (forthcoming). 

'The iiiiraculous thing is that tbe iiio~eiit we are genuinely aware of our true state we 
have automatically taken our first step to sanity'. 

THE ROLE OF RELIGION AND CIVILIZATION 

'I see religion and Civilization as our geriuirie effort to soften arid ease our terrible state. 
Religion---from the Latin religio---means 'a binding together'. The ancient Romans were the 
first to use that word---indeed to name what was until then regarded as a natural state a/life. 
How does this religion start? A man or woman has a vision or visitation; namely an 
experience that while it 'comes 'from nowhere' is the niost vivid.and redl experience he or she 



AA# 

8R ~46 ;t( 
~ XX.~ 

,~ B~56 

" ,,; 

Agropol 

~p;J .... _:tr .----., .. ;~ 36·--r----~ 

••••• 

•••• 

----

SALERNO 
Beachheads 0 Day 

Beachhood September 12 
[}ecu:hheod September 14 

file:IIC:\WINDOWS\TEMP\triLOMPJ.htm 

Page 1 of 1 

~\ 

5' 

I 

\,-

111012004 



-.-----ev: 

~~~-!> -V-~;<-<M ~ ~ ,~~ u..<.<--I'v i~ 
U. ~ . _ "'--"" -1lo-...e J~ , ~ 

r"VZ-- .-- ~ ~f It-u.. (x..U--V-
1 ~ ~ ~ ~ - ~~''i== ,'*Vl __ Ie J <'..-P-~<A-Q.J~I"o...c~ <1-' 

"WAR IN MY EYES" 
Some personal notes on front-line warfare 
Dear Eleo Gordon: A few days ago I contacted Stuart 
Proffitt to ask him whom to approach at Penguin with 
the above title and he kindly suggested you. It is 
about worl war wo and in particular my ro e as an 
F.O.O or forward observation officer in the Italian 
campaign. A~e WL.-, (..2;(LJ i..w ~ t\~ JC:x.t~ 1tb~c.-, ) ~ ~ ~ 

In that two-year campaign, from the age of 20-
22, I was responsible like all F.O.O.s/for up to date 
intelligence informatIon about the front line whilst 
that line was already on the move. I was thus almost 
always at,the head of an attack and sometimes beyond 
it, :·?o that m?re than once I was lost in eneEly. lines tl u-) ~ ~ 
~ My poak,' hlb i J e a moment by moment accoj]nt of , ~k..sa-1LU'\ 
battle, is a2-q~ tho s.tblr~oi. h:)\"f ·I'\mastered·'.~he work 
of F.O!O. by slow degree. That is, I learned how to ( . 

• ~ , _.. , ~ 1 

manag'e and 'ev~n' uti~lise state's'- -of ·s-hoek- so .:v.arjed .' 
that there was no way of pre-empting,'or foreseeing 
them'.' "~ '¥*9,V#Z ~,.~ I <:..a.~ ~,,-~-L? {5~~/ ':- v'~ c....t~ ~ -

I Irr/ffi:jL:fir's't ,cb,tpt~, f:b:e HQ5iI [; oE @aikllC~(}: -
de::ft:rTbe- how close, to mc3:d,nes.s every battle r~xperience 
is-clo?e iri the sense that normal battle' shock·' may. 
tU"in at any moment". into the extreme shock of muscular 
atrophy, or so-~called "~heil-shock' (Vlhich. centi?O.iIis ~~ 
the yery ~lienation/lof' which permanent madness _ is . 

~
'de')J ) \ ~. .., : ,., , 
~ ~veryone is aware as he- watch~s'" the ··tremors arid 

ind staring and teeth-chattering that accompany 
this helpless ~-s'tate that 't.h.ere by ~he grace of God 

\ - , 
go I'. ',(, '. . 

'."', ',: \ Ther.e .;LS. no_.l;>usiness of coura:i/e or cowardice in Vz.-.tlc:. '-,It;­
tru S' col J apse _oM even lIi ally 0 UtEh dspec L :~f J) ~ iJ::;vcc:::. t 
batt 1 e r. These .two states ,,'of the .nervous system act 

• I .1 • ,/. : 

together, and need 'each o.-they" and ~are wi thin each 
tITer. n i§>",like an act~r who~riless :~.d}~· fir~t· 

t ';" ", 

entrance of the evening is ac~ompanied by f In 
I "', ~ I~ 

the belly wi11 noS (perfo.J;'tn we~11. ,.wlsh to (run away~V 
provides a-n ~nor~ energy in tho other ji:r;.,ectiol'r. r- ~~~ . 

To live in battle is to witness a strangeness 
that baffles all talkCl --€:!9! I lInU9h-t. it is tho 
strangon~~s that r tbink described a3 a kind of 
external dem~ntja, it tak~~ hold of everJthing. ~ I 
would say f~ net:'"' that the poetry': in the pi ty 
but ~ the madness. 
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All accounts of battle as an exploit or a 
triumph or even as an external event are false. 
Battle involves a shared inner dumb wondering, which 
will be found on every soldier's face as he waits on 
the start line for zero hour. His stare into space is 
a kind'of momentary preview of the 'shell-shock' 
proper. 
~ book climaxes with an action for which I am 

cited' for gallantry, and I describe how that citation 
seems not to be about me at all, making me wonder who 
was doing all this. It was simply mor~ .0:( .. bhe - ~.';;ltl... . 
strangeness. . . c.... t' ~'i~ etr· r-----4 

_ The fact is thc;t !lP: tIaining :Urr F. o. 0 ~~ \ as ~ fi- I' 

,AJossible .gusn if your ilLS LracLui )la~ expeI± Iced: 
~a-ctle ),¥~id -i,tame across ,noIte, Tv:ho ,~c?!) he v:oylel have 
lackect= vvs];'QS to Pldt to it. F.Q 0. S ,5bQJ]Jd re13J 11' l:l3ve 
bl:;eR trai~or stE;<;3..l-th, and ready iI~t_Ul tl ve grasp of 
totally un~xp,.eG·te9 'e~.~!l,ts but this '·w0!:l.~d have J:).~en . 
asking ,·o·f 'an army an impossible:. p'r:bphettc ,.gift.' The 
in,structors simply ~didn' t haye it on ~·th-e.ir ·'prog"ran:un.e. \ 

..... ,. ) ___ I , \ 

. st-c.o. . --' . 

F.O.O. the'pciwer1of ihe guns of an entire 
division, . even rriore if, .necessary. He simply had to 

. '. ' '- y' ..... ' ".. -, 

e~~,st. No_ g,.~I):s "could be fired wi:Shout him. Thus was 
he-,ca11~~d by the manuals 'the-: 'e'yes of the army' . 

~ ,few 'years after the second world war I ' 

published an account of these events in a confused 
\ 

youthful'cri de coeur which contained, inevitably, no 
understanding of what had passed. But I am glad now 
to have that account, to endorse my memory. "The 
rights i-H that bOOK dre, ill decaf revert~ to me. 

My previous publishers have been Helnemann 
Constable (1), Chatto and Windus (2), Barrie'Bodk~~ 
(1), Gollancz (2), Macmillan (1), Weidenfeld (3), 
Collins (1) and in the States Putnam, St. Martins' 
Press, praeger.~~ of these were commissioned non-
fiction titles. en th: at present 75000 words. 

With best wishes Maurice Rowdon 
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One 

I am happy, says he 

When I woke up sunlight was coming through the window 

just above my head. I was alone in the house. It was 

cold enough for me to see my breath on the air. I had 

everything in the world I wished. I had my 

girlfriend. I was nineteen. We had fallen in love in 

this house. Downstairs. 

I remember she sat with her back to a wide 

sweeping field and the dusk glowed behind her in the 

hot dusk. We were in a circle, five or six of us-a 

couple of teachers from the nearby school, Jeff and 

Irene, and a few students. Jeff and Irene were my 

particular friends. He was a biology teacher and she 

had trained as a dancer. They had two children and I 

baby-sat for them. The house stood, still stands, 

under a steep Hampshire hill that rises to a thick 

copse. We had taboganned down it the previous winter. 

This morning I would leave for London. And I 

wanted to record for my future information that I was 

happy. I got up and took some paper and returned to 

bed and I wrote these words, I am happy. 

At this moment I knew the happiness had stopped. 

Nothing had changed between my c. and me but the 

happiness had gone and that was why I wanted to write 

it down-to catch hold of something past. I argued 

with myself. She and I would be together in a few 

days. Just the previous evening, when everyone had 
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left-babies and Jeff and Irene and C.-all had been 

well. 

But there was a war on. It was 1941. 

That morning I hitchhiked to London on the 

frequently silent and deserted Portsmouth road, now 

that there was so little traffic. The road was 

quietly regaining its earlier beauties, from the time 

it was but a track. The walks between lifts were 

mysterious like in a new better country. You were by 

courtesy of war monarch of all you surveyed. The road 

to Winchester, going west, was even more so, as if 

stolen from a long-since past epoch when the habitat 

was in synch with its creatures. There were such 

silences then, before our skies became doleful human 

possessions. 

The bushes and grasses spread on to the tirmac 

and you could stop and lean on a stile and look 

across the fields and marvel at this first and last 

England. 

Stephen Spender had got me a one-off job with 

Mass Observation and now they wanted me to do another 

one. I remember how I wrote my report in a small 

clear hand, always a sign that I was fascinated by 

what I was doing. It required me to visit hop-pickers 

in Kent so C. and I stayed at a white humped cottage 

near the hop fields in a village about sixteen miles 

from London. At that time the Polanyi's, Ilona and 

Karl, lived there. He was writing his book The Great 

Transformation and was mostly away on lectures and 

research. Ilona piloted freight planes to Canada and 

back. 
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My task was to get the hop pickers to talk-about 

the war, themselves, what kind of world they wanted 

afterwards. And they did with wonderful candour. They 

said what they thought about the war. They hadn't 

caused, they didn't want it but now they were stuck 

with it and as usual the people at the top needed you 

badly and like a mug you obliged them but this time 

mate we're going to change things, no more hunger 

strikes and unemployment and means tests. They didn't 

like scientists. They thought scientists would being 

a lot of trouble in the world. I just put it all down 

as they said it and Harrison who ran Mass Observation 

was delighted and said he had more work for me. But 

by now I felt too far away from everything, the Kent 

work had been fine what with the heat of the hop 

lanes and the squatting on the grass during their 

breaks but now there was a silence, a waiting. Well, 

I was waiting for my mobilisation papers. But this 

didn't trouble me. I thought they might not arrive. 

It was nonsense, I knew. It was just that myoId life 

was gone and all I knew of the new on was this 

silence, I had a sense of saying good bye to the past 

but not hullo to anything else. 

In London I went straight to my parents, and C. 

joined me in a few days. It wasn't easy getting 

across London because of the bombing and most of our 

friends lived in or near Hampstead, on the opposite 

side of the city. (TWO of my friend~re painters, 

Lucian Freud and Johnny Craxton, and we were often in 

Lucian's studio. We were all the same age, I was 

three months older than Lucian. What we did together 
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I can't remember. I only have brief pictures. Once we 

went to the Craxton house and I remember the sunlight 

falling on a grand piano in the garden room. I 

remember walking with Lucian in the blackout one 

evening and at a certain house him saying, Anna lives 

here, I'll go in and lift a bottle of wine. Perhaps 

it was for a party we were going to. 

And one day he said, It's silly you coming all 

across London every day, why don't you live in Mark 

Hamburg's studio? :t: l':l1e' 1;& r Ra~e. Like Johnny's 

father Mark Hamburg was a concert pianist. The studio 

was in a lush garden, a soft retreat cushioned from 

noise. a1:lt:t' there ~ was a grand piano/"T.\,Pl" ~ , 
/I f. __ ~v J~e;v 

tIJ·)~t. bedroomc::>qps tg 1:ts ~~:re~c§P t~ another~e t~. --3 
the garden door, her- I slept. ~etimes wi~ ~~ 

--. . ~& 
When it was hot I walked the pavements with bare feet ' 

and one day when I was with C. a group of people 

stopped in front of us and one of them, ten years or 

so older than us, said to me with a smile, Ah, one of 

us. We had friends on Parliament Hill and from the 

top floor of the house we used to watch the 

searchlights at night and listen to the ach-ach guns 

and sometimes when the house shook and the windows 

rattled we had the thought that we might be 

extinguished. 

We laughed everything away. One of the many 

strange things about war is how it stirs laughter. I 

learned this as a soldier. It wasn't in spite of the 

dying nor a defence against the screams but an 

accessory of them like in a funeral wake when the 

dead are felt to be present, the silent players in 
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this unexpected joy. It happened moments after a 

particular hell. In your early twenties you laugh 

because that's what you do. Army commanders were 

astonished at so much of it in the forward lines. 

There was also, close to the laughing wake, the 

vigil, where the soldier sat by the corpse of his 

best friend, lying with entrails and sex blown away, 

a vigil I particularly remember seeing. 

This is why forward troops are respectful any 

form of shell shock-the trembling, the stare into 

nothing, the green face. The colonel of my regiment 

used to tremble when he visited the guns. He tried to 

marshal some power in his voice. It was a kind of 

walking shell shock. And it was only guns he was 

visiting, by no means the forward lines. No one 

mimicked or ridiculed him. The strange things that 

happened weren't strange to us. I remember seeing 

seven or eight infantrymen stare at me with something 

of horror as I walked towards them from some woodland 

behind me. We were talking about you, their officer 

said. We saw you dead. Just up the hill. You were 

lying there, we all said it was you. And in those 

moments, without even trying to understand, I passed 

out of life yet remained there, we accepted it and 

smoked and were soon making those impatient movements 

of the limbs which the young make when restricted to 

a cautious vigilance, watching this way and that, 

listening to that boom and this swish of air as 

something lands, or something in the bushes that 

makes them scuttle for cover. 
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Just consider that all this belongs to an 

institution that offers honours and promotion and 

grand parades and other signs of reverence, and we 

must wonder that in all these millennia we have never 

considered it as other than a norm. Whereas in truth 

it belongs to dementia. Once tasted, that dementia 

roams. It is what you are seeing and hearing around 

you, and starting back from, and hearing intimations 

of that can't be heard by others. So when a soldier 

sees his officer overtaken by it-suddenly no longer 

capable of command, sitting shivering and staring-he 

knows the whole person has departed. 

Or a soldier may cry that he knows he'll be 

killed, please sir let me off, just for this one, 

send me back. And is then found dead. I have seen 

that too. The shock of premonition. 

I would sit in Lucian's studio and watch him 

paint. He said something I never forgot-how terrible 

it was to finish a picture because you suddenly saw 

that it was just a picture. 

We all knew we wouldn't be killed, just as those 

who were killed did. Above all we knew what was going 

to happen, a big war or German occupation. But 

whatever we knew about what was going to happen we 

didn't believe. I knew my mobilisation papers would 

arrive but since they hadn't I thought they never 

would. I even thought I might do the Mass Observation 

job after all. But I gave it to a friend who did it 

badly, and as I had recommended him to Harrison I 

felt bad about this, realising I could easily have 

done it, I would have been fascinated going to pubs 
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and talking to people, and sitting in the untidy 

election-rooms-I had done quite a bit of canvassing 

in my youth for the Labour party. 

Sitting in that studio I thought I would wait 

for mobilisation no longer, I would ask Alex Shaw, a 

friend of my brother's, to give me a job in the Crown 

Film Unit which he ran. God knows what I would have 

done there, I was brought up in a family happily 

obsessed with theatre and anything you could call a 

show but films were a thing you just saw and basked 

in, you didn't connect them with performance, they 

were a never-never world and watching them was close 

to daydreaming. 

Unawares to us, C. and I were becoming 

estranged. One day when we were ~taying with my 

parents I happened to be in the street and saw her 

corning towards me. She worked at a munitions factory 

now and had a cloth round her head. And it was 

somehow this cloth that signed to me that we were 

already in different worlds. But everything seemed 

all right. We romped and laughed just the same. We 

went to a lunchtime concert at the National Gallery, 

I think Myra Hess was playing. I was late and the 

concert had already started and there was a crush but 

I saw her at once and we gave each other the smile 

that declared it impossible for us to separate ever. 

She was sitting on the floor and I joined her. At 

those concerts there was always great excitement, 

people shoulder to shoulder. 

Whenever we fixed a place and time to meet it 

was always more of a gesture than a plan, though we 
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knew we would meet. Once I went to Leicester Square 

tube station for a meeting with her and was rather 

late. She didn't come but I wasn't worried. I just 

went back three hours later. And there she was. We 

walked, so to speak, into each other's arms. She came 

out of one part of the station as I came out of 

another. So you could say we never kept each other 

waiting. 

My mother felt very close to her. I was one of 

three boys and my mother had always wanted a girl in 

the house. C. was a girl without side or secrecy, she 

laughed and didn't have moods, she ate hungrily and 

wasn't always snatching glances at herself in the 

mirror, she was a good-looker, some would say 

beautiful, though she would scorn that, above all she 

was clever. My mother used to take six books out of 

the library at a time and respected intelligence more 

than anything. She and my father vowed, to the horror 

of their families who thought boys should be out and 

bringing money in by the age of fourteen, that their 

three boys would go to the university. Well, two of 

them did and the other one, my middle brother, 

briefly became an accountant's clerk and from that 

time on managed to get the jobs for which a degree, 

you would think, was essential. We boys were full of 

a certain kind of optimism which the world judged 

unreal, but it would come true, like the promise I 

made myself that, despite being bad at nearly 

everything at school, I would go to Oxford. C. too 

got a scholarship and I think it seemed to my mother 

a right# predestined kind of love between us. 
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The moment people walked into the kitchen, where 

week-day life went on, their breath was taken away by 

the bright primary colours and the warmth and mirth 

in the air. My father was something of a clown, my 

mother soft and observant. They threw a great 

protective cloak of love round certain people and C. 

was one of them. She was in the family before she 

knew it. But at first she was disappointed. Being an 

ardent communist she felt working people should be 

like those awful outsize muscular Russian statues 

dedicated to an imaginary proletariat. My mother and 

father didn't behave like that at all. Also heroic 

attitudes would have been difficult for my father 

because one of his hands had been cut off in a saw 

mill when he was sixteen and he wore a rather 

conspicuous special glove, at least when he was 

outdoors. The hero could have been found in him by 

anyone who chose to look. Without any guidance he 

adapted himself to the lost hand. He mended all the 

family's shoes, cut the leather exactly to size, he 

built his own greenhouse in the garden, grew our 

vegetables at a plot up the hill, did all the 

carpentry we needed. To C.'s amazement, seeing that 

they had suffered so many of the natural humiliations 

handed out immemorably to working people in Britain, 

they didn't at all seem strugglers for the 

Revolution. They even wanted a good time and managed 

to get it. Like everyone else they were proud of 

their kings and queens and lords and ladies. The 

kings and queens and princes were exalted members of 

their own family and everyone gossiped about them as 
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they did relatives. Queen Alexandra, they always 

said, wore a scarf round her because she had tried to 

commit suicide. Feelings about her husband when he 

was Prince of Wales weren't approving but it was like 

all family life, there were good pennies and bad 

pennies and the main thing about Buckingham palace 

and all the finery and curtseying and fairy godmother 

carriages was that it showed people what the old 

country was worth. This lasted until the abdication 

of Edward V1, who was the most popular Prince of 

Wales and king since Charles 11. He was the champion 

of the people-the poor and hungry, he was very shy 

but he wouldn't take any nonsense from anybody, he 

would go to the miners and talk to them, he would 

shake people by the hand and you knew he understood. 

And that was why 'they' got rid of him. After that it 

was never quite the same. His brother became king but 

at at first it looked like a botched-up job. His 

stutter was like what kings should have, being from 

such a long line, and that evoked sympathy and family 

feeling. But if you make a king abdicate because he 

loves somebody there is something wrong. Lies are 

abroad. The war helped. The new king and queen stayed 

in London during the bombing. They were booed when 

they visited the first bomb site in the East End but 

you could see they were genuine, that they too felt 

that we were all their family like we felt they were 

ours. 

My mother and father loved their country in an 

intimate way that had nothing to do with their being 

so poor sometimes that they had no money for the rent 
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or the coal, those two staple payments of the week. 

The very specially sharp rat-tat-tat of the rent man 

struck terror in the heart and my mother would 

sometimes gesture me to be quiet and we would stand 

motionless in the kitchen until he moved. I always 

remember how her shoes creaked as she swayed a 

little. She told me once, All my life has been fear. 

She meant fear of coppers, fear of shopkeepers, fear 

of toffs, fear of employers, fear of her mother. She 

went out to work at the age of twelve and a half and 

her mother, who had ten other children to look after, 

was waiting at the end of the street to take her 

weekly wages of one half-crown for looking after 

three children whose parents were teachers. My father 

would shake his head and murmur 'There's nowhere like 

old England' and the fact that he had received the 

pittance of sixty pounds sterling as compensation for 

his lost hand made no difference. In any case, that 

settlement for sixty pounds, arranged between his 

mother and his boss, worked out well for him. The 

boss promised her that her son would have a job for 

life if he took that money, and it seemed a wonderful 

bargain. And the boss was as good as his word. It 

wasn't his fault that one day, on a lovely midsummer 

afternoon (I watched formation after formation of the 

tiny silver fish fly across the sky above Clapham 

Junction where I'd just been to a discussion group on 

war aims), the Germans bombed the London docks. When 

my father went to work on Monday there were no docks 

any more. 
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I think what my parents showed you, in their 

busy conspiracy to make a rich life out of a poor 

one, was that living was all a matter of your spirit. 

They made their flat and then their house opposite 

(my mother had her name down for that for years) a 

wonderland for their children. When we were tiny they 

used to take us to the working men's clubs. These 

happened on Saturday or Sunday night. Some of the 

best comedians started in these clubs, which were 

usually on an upper floor of large Victorian houses. 

Any sense of the theatre I have is because of those 

bustling close-packed evenings where you dozed off 

for the over-talkative acts and came to life as the 

laughter started cracking. 

My mother very consciously prepared her three 

boys for a different life. We ha\d to speak English 

properly because accents in England were like badges 

you carried on your chest~people could tell at once 

'where you came from' and saying 'bu'er' instead of 

'butter' was like carrying the yellow star as a 

German Jew during nazism. When I asked her to pass me 

the bu'er at table she would say, I'm sorry I haven't 

got any. And only when you said, feeling a total 

fool, 'butter' did she say, Oh yes, I've got some 

butter, here it is. 

c. settled down to love them with a certain 

bemusement, perhaps feeling that this her first view 

of the proletariat wasn't a typical one. 

She never met my eldest brother John. He had 

already gone to India with his friend Aubrey Menen. 

Their idea was to get what work they could find on 
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Bombay radio or the Times of India. They must have 

found it because they were away eight years, from 

1938 to 1946. 

I talked to C. about Johhim endlessly. He and 

Aubrey engineered a series of miracles for me as a 

childed. One day we were told at school that we would 

be going to see a Shakespeare play in the West End, 

which meant a whole afternoon off. It was at the 

Vaudeville in the Strand. I didn't much appreciate 

going to the theatre in a crowd of school kids. I 

resented a 'performance for schools' and I thought it 

would probably be awful, which it was. In the 

interval my neighbour nudged me. Someone was at the 

end of the row wanting to talk to me. To my 

astonishment it was Aubrey. To mix my brother and 

Aubrey with anything to do with school was like 

mixing tea and champagne. I kneed my way past the 

other boys and he told me in his usually quite 

assertive way, I'll be waiting for you at the back 

after the curtain. When the play ended he took me 

upstairs behind the dress circle to a lounge 

overlooking the Strand (I remember the exciting 

feeling of all those windows)and there was a 

reception going on, quite a crowd. He put me in front 

of a man who towered above me benignly. Aubrey 

introduced him, This is Lord Bessborough, telling him 

I was fourteen, at which the lord asks me, How many 

stars would you give the play? and as I had no idea 

what stars meant in this context, and as I wasn't 

about to tell him how awful: I thought the performance 

was, I quickly decided that stars might mean like in 
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'film stars' and about five was about all you could 

have in Julius Caesar (him, Portia ..... ), so I said, 

Five, and everybody was pleased. And next morning the 

event was described in William Hickey's column: 

'fourteen-year-old Maurice Rowdon gave it five 

stars' . 

The most wondrous moments of my childhood were 

when my mother said, We're going up to see one of 

John's shows tonight. He and Aubrey-I think they had 

just finished their last year at London 

university-put on the first theatre daily news, 

namely the day's news dramatised each evening in a 

large Victorian house in Bloomsbury. It was hectic 

because naturally you had to have a new play ready by 

the end of each morning, and it had to be learned 

letter-perfect and blocked by the end of the 

afternoon. They treated news as satirical comedy and 

were very audacious. It petered out the moment they 

got interested in something else. They put on an 

adaptation of H.G.Wells's Shape of Things to Come at 

the Arts theatre and I remember I went to rehearsals 

and met the director, a young man named de Marney. 

His girl was one of the cast and when they met they 

kissed on stage, a very long kiss which I wondered at 

deeply and shyly. As I stood on that stage I vowed to 

myself that one day I would produce a play of my own 

here. And one day many years after I did. 

H.G.Wells came to first night and sat in the 

circle and the curtain went up on Aubrey in a room 

full of books and he was sprawled comfortably in a 

chair. He began speaking and then, suddenly, he 
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looked up at the dress circle and began addressing 

Wells, but it was all scripted. I heard afterwards 

that Wells was furious and left in the interval. But 

I doubt his being furious over the kind of audacity 

he himself had a lot of. John and Aubrey moved on to 

a new colour process for photography and managed to 

interest George Bernard Shaw in it. One evening, in 

their flat near Marble Arch, I asked Aubrey a 

question about one of Shaw's plays and he said, Why 

don't you ask him yourself? and dialled a number and 

held out the phone to me and to my astonishment Mrs. 

Shaw answered and I told her I would like to speak to 

Mr. Shaw and she said, Hold. on a moment, and then he 

came, and we talked for ten or fifteen minutes. I 

said I had written a play when I was eight and he 

said, Well you're obviously going to do much better 

than me, I was over forty when I wrote mine. And when 

I said, Could I send you a play he said, with a nice 

burlesque sharpness, As I'm considerably more famous 

than you why don't we talk about my plays? which one 

shall we talk about? And I said, Pygmalion. So we 

talked about that. Aubrey was so excited he was 

trying to listen in and get it all down on his 

typewriter and at one point Shaw stopped and said, 

What's that typewriter? I said, Nothing. And he 

accepted that and we went on. 

C. couldn't bear the theatre side of me. Once 

when I put on a spotted red bow tie and dark glasses 

she rushed across the room with furious dark eyes and 

tore them straight off. It was all right for us to 

romp and laugh which we loved doing but dressing up 
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as a playboy even in fun was too near the bone. And 

what was the bone? I think C. understood the war 

better than I did. She saw it the simple communist 

way. It was one of the last steps in the downfall of 

capitalism, and it would be bitterly fought out. It 

would change everything. It would send the ruling 

class tumbling to the ground. So it was part of 'the 

struggle'. Those words figured a lot in speech. They 

were the theme and refrain of Auden's poem Spain, 

which he published as a pamphlet. It described all 

the nice things simple things we could do 

'yesterday', like going to the sea in the summer. But 

today there was only the struggle (Auden expunged the 

poem from his works in his post-communist phase) . 

I think C. knew, as I didn't, that this war was 

the most serious part of our lives, that it would 

never be superseded. Never be lived through. 

When we went to Kent to stay with Ilona Polanyi 

the three of us spent exciting hours talking 

together. Ilona flew freight planes across the 

Atlantic (I imagine they carne back loaded with 

military supplies). She used to say, I shall settle 

in Canada after the war to observe the downfall of 

American capitalism. Well, it outlived her but I am 

sure she recognised all the signs of collapse, 

however long they might take. Ilona spoke very softly 

and had steel-grey eyes without anything steely in 

them. I remember her as a small slim woman. Her voice 

was like soft music, especially when she was trying 

to admonish one of us. She too was a communist and so 

she and C. had a wonderful identity together. Ilona 
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never talked about it. It was in Hungary and it 

released her from prison. She knew Stalin, Lenin, 

Trotsky and may have been on that mysterious Russian 

committee called 'the Comintern'. 

Karl Polanyi was quite different. He would have 

nothing to do with communism, as I wouldn't. So 

whenever all four of us were together it was like a 

divided camp but a close and intimate one. The women 

forgave us for our weakness, our bourgeois 

deviationism. He was writing his book The Great 

Transformation (it took fifty years from its 

publication in 1945 to be properly recognised). He 

was so deep in it he nearly burned the cottage down. 

C. had put a drying horse loaded with wet 

underclothes close to the fire and after a time they 

took flame. She rushed into the room and Karl was 

still bent over his manuscript. She said, Didn't you 

notice the flames? and he said, I did smell burning. 

Ilona made her soft sweet musical adrnoni tion, 'Karl ... ' 

* * * 

Those discussions of ours were exciting because 

they gave us such a wonderful feeling of freedom, as 

if we were deciding on the future of the world. It 

was an optimism radiated by the communists and it 

inspired and invigorated all the Labour people. The 

three of us sat snug in the cottage, aware of the 

village about us, its silence that was like other 

people listening to us and approving. John Strachey, 

whose books were going round a lot, was especially 
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good at making us feel that we were in charge of 

ourselves and could make our own lives. Communist 

terminology and sentence structure-the doctrine 

part-were stiff and abstract and boring but they did 

give the impression that there an eternal system had 

been discovered into everything fitted. At the end of 

the war there was going to be a-really the­

revolution. That was assumed in all conversations, 

and Labour people began talking that way too. 

I felt quite a lot of misgiving sometimes 

because lloria spoke with such certainty and a great 

part of me believed her. The England I knew would 

disappear (she was right there). The upper classes 

would be toppled (she was right there). There would 

be a revolution (she was right there in that 'the 

soldier's vote' removed Churchill from office). I 

could feel that she was right about so many things. 

She had access to a system of thought which 

acknowledged no doubt. 

But what would happen to our lives, the actual 

lives that never figured in the communist language? 

Would the dictatorship of the English proletariat 

mean cutting out all the things the English 

proletariat loved in the bourgeois way of life such 

as the size of their houses and studios and the grand 

pianos in them and that air bourgeois people gave off 

of a firmly established order that would never change 

(hopefully) drift into proletarian life by a 

delicious osmosis? 

I also knew that the last people who wanted to 

be called one word like the proletariat would be 
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working people themselves, namely the majority. They 

liked to have very individual lives for the sound 

reason that they had all too rigid ones. 

So the three of us dreamed together our three 

different dreams, looked forward to our future worlds 

over which we would have no more control than the man 

in the moon-even darling Ilona who had actually 

changed a whole country. 

We were all going to be separated too. We knew 

this and it made the dreaming all the more fervent 

and decisive. 

I had finished my first year at Oxford, reading 

history. C. had done her first year, reading physics, 

at Nottingham. I wrote longing letters to her from my 

rooms over the High, and she wrote longing ones back. 

She came and visited me and I remember hovering among 

the college roofs in the dead of night and looking at 

her far below outside the back gates because we had 

decided we should be in each other's arms all night. 

But the drop was too great to be risked. All that 

Oxford stuff was thrilling-the rule that you could 

only have women in college at tea-time, the rule that 

if your bed was found undisturbed in the morning by 

your scout you could be denounced, that is you had to 

bribe your scout. Proud authority was in the air. If 

late at night you were recognised by the bullers as 

undergraduate material they chased you in their 

bowler hats and having seized you delivered you into 

the hands of the waiting proctor. 

It all bestowed a sense that you were being 

sternly tethered to a scholarly treadmill while also 
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being tempted to burst those tethers. The punishment 

was there for you to fear but it carne with the taunt 

that if you didn't risk its wrath you didn't deserve 

to be called Mr.Rowdon, as you were most religiously, 

instead of the barebones Rowdon at school. 

All those systems within systems in this 

bourgeois world, full of atmosphere because they 

contradicted themselves-were they going to disappear 

in the revolution? 

I remember getting a request in my college mail 

that I should attend at such and such a time a 

certain room for an interview to discuss what I 

intended to do with myself during (not at the end of) 

the war. Everybody got one. What the request really 

said was that a year at college at youi age was your 

lot. The rest was war. 

The man on the other side of the table gave the 

impression of being faintly flattered at your 

actually having come. You could hardly not give your 

heart. I tried for Intelligence, as everyone did, but 

was gently told the ranks were full. The poor man 

must have heard the same child's voice a hundred 

times a day trying to seem, as that child was gently 

edged off all his preferences. the maker of his 

future. I walked out a future officer cadet. In the 

artillery. 

Yet my mind had worked hard. And it had made a 

choice. I seriously thought, all the way through, 

should I or should I not go into this war? should I 

not end this discussion at once by saying I was a 

conscientious objector? In an interview that couldn't 
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have lasted more than five minutes I went through a 

rapid self-examination which asked only question, 

what could a war possibly achieve for you that you 

would urgently wish for? 

And my answer was, the salvation of the Jews. 

When I speak of the Jews I speak of the most 

liberating force in my life at an age when either a 

door opens to your very own self or it doesn't-is 

revealed to you, even opened for you though it 

belongs to you and is your own-or that door doesn't 

open or only opens an inch and you are forever after 

looking through the chink at what you might or would 

or should have been. 

That was why I walked out of that room an 

officer cadet. Nobody said, This war is going to stop 

that man Hitler baiting and beating and murdering his 

own people. Nobody said, This war is to get rid of 

such a man. The matter of the Jews was entirely 

irrelevant to the waging of the war. That declaring 

war against Hitler would put the Jews entirely in his 

power was a matter never even momentarily considered. 

And that was how the Jewish civilisation in 

Europe was virtually extinguished. 

Not that I thought of this when walking out of 

that room. Not that I thought of it at any time 

during the war. All that happened in that room was 

that I made my decision to enter the war-perhaps all 

I wanted to do was witness the war, discover its 

uncanny status as a revered human institution. 

Perhaps I only needed my concern for the Jews to be 

the entry pass for my conscience. 
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The transition from citizen to soldier is as 

easy as putting on a glove. You just change your 

uniform. Yet it is the most dynamic change of your 

life, a change that feels purely outward, which 

allows it to dig into the most secret recesses of 

your life. 

You have signed a contract to kill and be 

killed. You can feel, at once, that you will either 

survive their treatment or not, and that they aren't 

too worried either way. 'They' aren't the officers in 

charge of you. It is the institution that has the 

sangfroid. It applies to all the officers commanding 

you. 

One of my fellow cadets who felt he was horribly 

ugly, and was told day in and day out by the officer 

in charge of us that he was, shot himself in the 

mouth. This youth had a very open, rather 

confessional way of talking, as if he had an 

interesting story to tell, but he hardly spoke. We 

were uniformly nice to him but it was the officer's 

disgust that he chose to respond to. Probably the 

officer couldn't help showing it. In war-training, as 

in war, you just did things. There was no inside to 

them. 

What possible concern could such a machine have 

for the fate of a civilisation, Jewish or any? 

The first German Jew I carne to know was Norbert 

Elias, who is now known as 'the last classical 

sociologist', probably because his style of speech 

was limpid and serene in its detachment. Like Sigmund 

Freud's, it harked back to a late nineteenth-century 
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period of great middle-class security in Germany and 

the Austro-Hungarian empire. 

Norbert was destitute at the time, trying to get 

in at one of the universities. His book, called The 

Civilising Process in its English translation, was 

only in note form at that time, with a few sections 

of it printed in Germany. 

It was my brother who introduced me to him, just 

before he left for India. He asked Norbert to give me 

a mind, teach me how to think. I was just fifteen. 

And though Norbert didn't teach me how to think he 

put me on the path by planting a certain detachment 

in me. He would tell me how in the middle ages a 

knight would send a sample of his urine to his 

mistress as a token of adoration. Then he would say, 

as I blushed with confusion, 'There you blush! How 

did urine become a source of shame for you?' He would 

say it archly, laughing. And in that way I came to 

see that my emotions had a history, that I had been 

made, and that the thing called civilisation wasn't 

outside me but an intimate thing that had to do with 

my disgusts and self-restraints. He would take me 

through little histories of how belching, farting, 

spitting, excreting were differently regarded by 

different civilisations. I was fascinated. I had 

discovered somethin9 that I could never have 

imagined. My very emotions were historical. Little 

wonder that I later took history as my scholarship 

subject for Oxford. And what a disappointment that 

was. All I got was a load of dates and politics. 
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But for me Norbert never went far enough. He 

never got free of the idea that civilisation was a 

kind of moral ascent to a better man or woman. He 

couldn't see that 'the civilising process' was really 

the process of growing up to be a human. I didn't 

like the idea that it was a thing that made you 

reason, and that it improved your manners. So I 

disagreed with him all the time. Yet I couldn't 

properly say why. I only had hunches and surges of 

feeling, as one does in childhood. But it was my 

often sullen disagreements with him that sharpened my 

wits. 

He made me impatient to be older, indignant to 

be considered a schoolboy. His German accent was the 

sound of intelligence for me and at school I 

sometimes adopted it if I wanted to sound special. He 

was a small man and had a very large nose which of 

course was seen as an exaggerated 'Jewish' nose. In 

Germany had had to powder it to escape too much 

attention. 

My Jewish friends multiplied, or perhaps it was 

that I had become aware of Jews for the first time. 

English ones came forward. It seemed that at every 

turn, every crisis when I needed openness and 

directness to any subject on earth one of them would 

appear, my age, a little older, much older like 

Norbert. I was more and more astonished at the role 

Jews played in my life. C. was herself half-Jewish. 

They talked about what I talked about, they shared my 

interests but it was in a different mode, it had 

something unashamedly intimate yet it was withheld in 
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certain important ways. Not even they seemed to know 

about it. 

In so many ways C. and I had been following the 

same kind of life before we met. She had gone to 

meetings and discussions exactly as I had. When I 

walked up Whitehall amid one hundred thousand people 

(so we were said to be) shouting Down With 

Chamberlain and Chamberlain Must Go she may have been 

there too, ardently claiming to know what the 

background to the war was. Neither of us knew a thing 

of course. Why else would we both have desired the 

resignation of a man who had bargained hard for 

peace? What were we doing but giving another 

conservative, this one a war man, the feeling that 

the Labour party and the communists were more 

enthusiastic about war than most conservatives? 

But then my whole association with the Labour 

party had a war theme. I used to stand outside a 

railway station holding up copies of a broadsheet 

called Spain and shouting to the workmen who came out 

of the station Arms For Spain. How can I say now that 

I joined the revered institution called war in that 

Oxford room when at the age of fifteen I was already 

its servant? When workmen came up to me and told me, 

Why don't you go out and fight there then? I had my 

answer ready (I'd been groomed for the task), If you 

would like to finance my trip I'll go. And I said the 

same when holding up another broadsheet titled Russia 

Today. When they came up and said If you like Russia 

so much why don't you go and live there mate? I said 

the same-finance my trip. Of course I knew damned 
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well that on their three pounds odd a week they were 

never going to do it. 

Not one of us in that crowd calculated what a 

war would do to us. No one wanted war. In that we 

were the same as the Germans. It was what Hitler 

repeated publicly, we want only peace and we are 

surrounded by angry predators. He knew well enough 

that nobody wanted a war so close on that horrible 

1914-18 one of trenches and attrition. We all hoped 

so hard during the Phoney War, which lasted from 

September 1939 to May 1940, that it would go on for 

ever. 

C. and I met when the Phoney War ended. It 

started in September 1939 when Neville Chamberlain 

declared war on Germany. And it ended in the spring 

of 1940 when Hitler invaded Belgium and the Ardennes 

in France. 

It was the American press that called this 

idyllic six months phoney. And if bombs and screams 

signify war it was. We basked and daydreamed in this 

peaceful war, we schoolchildren. We thought that 

Britain and Germany must be negotiating for a 

settlement after all. We also thought this was 

probably rubbish. In fact it wasn't but we were 

middle-aged by the time we found that out. 

C. and I met at the top of a warm luscious 

shaded Hampshire hill, we sat and lay down on the 

grass with a few others behind the church. We saw 

each other, by accident but yet certitude, every day 

after that. Then one night we stayed talking with 

friends until dawn. And she and I walked down the 



28 

hill to where I lived in the rising light. There was 

a copse at the bottom where we sat for a moment. 

Everything was dry and crisp from the heat. The first 

birds were calling, very softly. I had read some 

weeks before that your girl throws anything at you in 

play she is in love with you. And C., laughing at 

something I said, threw a handful leaf dust and 

pebbles at me. We jumped up and went into the house 

tiptoe. I remember the warm golden red of the great 

copper pans on the kitchen walls and how the clock 

ticked as we kissed in that first dawning ecstasy 

that is meant by innocent biology to be the basis of 

a lifetime. 

By that time France was occupied. The Germans 

were within a few miles of our coasts. But something 

in us told us they wouldn't invade. What were these 

inklings we had? Why did we laugh at the preparations 

made to mobilise a citizen army to fight tanks and 

quick-firing schmeizers and bazookas and air-burst 

shells? Was it our way of turning this war into a 

last Phoney Peace? 

I remember listening to Neville Chamberlain's 

declaration of war over a year before. It didn't 

convince me. Too many doubts hovered round his voice 

on the radio. It didn't feel true-a few mildly spoken 

words for what for us was the end of the world. It 

sounded so polite, that declaration. So close to the 

safe world we grew up in, a consumer world where 

earnings had been on the up and the shops so brightly 

and teasingly lit. It seemed impossible that we 

should be torn from this so hesitantly. 
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It was the same back in 1938 when Chamberlain 

arrived at Croydon airport from his talks with 

Hitler. He waved the little signed paper and said, 

This is peace in our time. And whatever governments 

may have consistently said about Chamberlain since, 

denouncing his 'appeasement' to rationalise their new 

wars, we were all so grateful for that man's piece of 

paper. 

When C. and I talked about the war we never 

looked beyond the news we were given. To know the 

inside story, if there was one, would have been 

irrelevant. The war was on and our ideology was that 

this war was to get rid of a reactionary or fascist 

who wished to extend his tyranny to the whole of 

Europe as far as the Russias under a new 'third' 

German empire. In this he was substantiating the 

Marxist analysis which said that in the last stages 

of capitalism forces would emerge to give a last 

doomed boost. This was the background of Ilona 

Polanyi's happiness at being involved in the war. She 

said once, If I should go down woul~ you please see 

that ... and then would come a request to help or 

contact someone. She had no worries about dying for 

this war. 

And when Churchill became prime minister she was 

happy not because she considered him so different 

from Hitler, in that he too was bent on shoring up 

the last ruins of capitalism, but that he would get 

the job done properly. A job, she said, that would 

remove him from power as soon as it was finished 

(which of course happened)." The important thing about 
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him, for her, was that he meant the end of 

appeasement. 

What none of us knew, as we still on the whole 

don't, was that the so-called appeasement of Germany 

had been a carefully considered foreign policy of 

Britain, France and the USA for nearly twenty years. 

And there some obvious political wisdom in it. If you 

had one principal enemy in the world, the Soviet 

Union, it stood to reason that you needed a strong, 

orderly Germany to stand up to it. Without that 

France and Britain and every other European country 

was exposed. And, as obviously, this strong Germany 

should be, if possible, decidedly anti-communist. And 

Hitler and his party, bizarre though they certainly 

were, fitted this bill. 

Ilona saw that well enough. It was but a feature 

of the fall of capitalism. She therefore never saw 

that the war might produce a far more formidable 

capitalism than before. 

None of us grasped that Chamberlain had never 

nervously and cravenly appeased Hitler. He befriended 

him, just as his diplomats in Berlin did. And since 

we never grasped this fact-that Chamberlain was 

simply securing a powerful buffer against the Soviet 

Union-we never got to understand why Hitler always 

acted with such haste, why he always seemed to catch 

the world napping. The reason was he had so little 

strength, particularly military strength. And he had 

no backing for war from his own people. The memory of 

the last one, and the destitution and lawlessness 

that followed, was still a hot memory. He had to act 
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fast and there had to be almost no bloodshed. And in 

that he had the tacit understanding from Chamberlain 

and his diplomats that they could always rely on 

British understanding. His ideas about the Jews and 

building a thousand-year empire seemed to them 

rhetoric for popular consumption. 

So not even Chamberlain seemed convinced when he 

declared war. The disbelief in his voice came from 

his astonishment that Hitler could have gone back on 

his word, his own signature, when their understanding 

was so tight and so secret. 

Hitler had to show himself a conjuror. Because 

his leadership was always at risk because of rivals 

close at hand and the dislike of him among the army 

commanders and the diplomats he put it at risk with 

astonishing panache. And no one understood this. He 

was considered just to be doing what a tyrant does, 

without any analysis at all. 

Even his attack on Belgium and France could have 

been halted by a swift allied reaction. A vastly more 

powerful allied concentration of troops, a vastly 

greater number even of tanks, were close to the very 

point of his attack. But he got round the back of 

them. 

That was the reason for his love of the so­

called blitzkrieg, a swift armoured push that put the 

enemy into disarray and caused infinitely fewer 

casualties than the frontal assault. The War Office 

in London had been the first to put this forward, 

soon after the 1914 war. Then it had got shelved, and 

the old costly frontal attack was adopted once more. 
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And because no one understood why Hitler so loved the 

idea of swift action no measures were taken to 

inhibit him. His good fortune was lovingly prepared 

for him. 

What in effect we were doing in the Thirties was 

fostering a friendship with Hitler while never 

seriously taking his ideas into account. We gave him 

what he wanted because what he was doing was right 

for British security. In occupying the Rhineland, 

then Austria, then Czechoslovakia he was putting a 

buffer north and east and south against Russian 

armies. 

Even so he was very tentative about it all, 

another fact we never saw. This was because he was 

sensitive to British censure to the point of 

hysteria. When he walked into the Rhineland (at that 

time a demilitarised zone guaranteed by the Western 

powers) he equipped his army with dummy bullets and 

ordered them to withdraw at once should a French army 

appear from the west. 

In the Czechoslovak crisis he cancelled his 

invasion at the slightest sign of British 

disapproval. Far from Chamberlain playing a weakly 

appeasing role he was rather a fatherly figure for 

Hitler. He delivered raps on the knuckles and 

carefully worded warnings which while they often held 

him back were grooming him too for a statesmanship 

which the world would be happy with. 

Each time Chamberlain warned him not to go too 

fast he added a paternal note that he was sure that 

together they could always find a solution. Mussolini 
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couldn't believe what Hitler got away with, a fact 

which precipitated him into Hitler's arms. It was as 

if Britain were warning the world off Hitler as its 

own baby. Mussolini massed his troops at the Austrian 

frontier when news of the nazi invasion came. He 

waited in vain to be joined by allied armies. 

Yet the unwritten pact between Britain and 

Germany rested on a fallacy which neither saw. For 

Chamberlain there was no possibility that Hitler 

would be such a fool as to gom to war with Britain, 

his best benefactor and the strongest country in the 

world, a country he, Hitler, respected and admired 

beyond all other foreign powers. And in precisely the 

same way Hitler was convinced (by Ribbentrop, his 

ambassador in London) that Britain would never, under 

any circumstances, wage war against Germany. And 

because their dealings together were secret, 

palatable to neither British nor German popular 

opinion, they could never reach official status. 

British diplomats turned up at all the big nazi 

celebrations. With their smiles they gave dignity to 

a regime that, under cover of this, created with 

remarkable swiftness a reign of terror. 

This regime was one thing that was perfectly 

clear to us. By 1937 Jewish refugees were appearing 

in London with their stories of the concentration 

camps. But for the Foreign Office the Jewish question 

was a matter solely for Germany, not a problem for 

the world. This didn't change und~r Churchill. In 

fact the Foreign Office's contempt for any opposition 

to Hitler within Germany became stronger. One of the 
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first things Churchill did was to put out a directive 

that no peace negotiations with Germany were to be 

entertained. Which included listening to any German 

dissidents who had the will and power to overturn 

Hitler. 

When it came to the Nuremberg trials at the end 

of the war every mention of an opposition in Germany, 

of rivals to Hitler' who worked hard to elicit the 

attention of the British government were quickly 

discouraged. Yet the truth was that, historically, 

there was more opposition to Hitler in Germany, in 

high places and low, than ever there was in allied 

governments before the war got going. 

GO STRAIGHT TO POLISH CRISIS AND DECLARATION 

BEGINNING These were the reasons neitrher we who 

listened to Chamberlainis declaration of war on the 

radio, nir he himself, could believe it possible. 

WEED OUT: This was especially the case when Hitler 

began threatening Poland. His stop-go decisions on 

whether and when to invade were so frequent it was a 

marvel he wasn't quietly removed from office. But 

what sustained the people round him was the thought 

that since he had got with the Rhineland, Austria and 

Czechoslovakia against all apparent odds there was no 

reason why he shouldn't get away with Poland. He 

didn't want war. He only wanted to carve up Poland as 

a crucial move in the plan to create a buffer between 

Russia and the West. That was why he had made his 
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pact with Russia, to share Poland with an enemy which 

might otherwise have declared war on him. 

He would have liked a pact with London. But that 

would have been impossible for Chamberlain because 

the official story about Hitler was that he was 

always jumping the gun and that Britain was unable to 

do anything about it, even that Britain and her 

allies was too weak to do anything abo9ut it, a 

total lie. France alone could have put one hundred 

divisions into the field at any time. It would have 

been a peaceful operation. Hitler would have retired 

with his fingers burned and quite possibly the anger 

felt towards him by army commanders and diplomats, 

not to say the public, would have removed him from 

office. 

Not it was too late. Chamberlain had to seem not 

Hitler's friend but his potential enemy. So he made 

the disastrous move of guaranteeing the frontiers of 

Poland. He could no more get an army to Poland, much 

less set up a line of supply to it, much less give it 

air cover, than to fly to the moon. Logically 

Chamberlain should have stomached the invasion of 

Poland as he had all the other invasions. Instead he 

signed a guarantee that Poland would be protected. He 

was in no position to protect it. He could no more 

get an army to Poland, and a line of supply to that 

army, than fly to the moon. It was too far away. An 

airborne army without supply lines was of course 

unthinkable. 

All the guarantee did was to tie his hands. It 

made war, should Hitler move, inevitable. Having 
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given him Europe he would to fight for it back. To do 

that was still possible. But there was no will to 

fight. There was no will in Britain, and there was 

even less will in Germany, which the first world war 

had devastated and almost starved out. 

There lay Chamberlain's hesitation both at 

Croydon airport and on the radio announcing in so few 

mild words that we were at war with Germany. And this 

was why the Phoney War seemed a fit and proper result 

of that declaration: neither side wanted to do 

anything. So in fact there wasn't a state of war. 

There was exactly the same state as there had been 

before, with the next move up to Hitler. Yet Britain 

and France put together an enormous force on the 

French border to Germany, enough to crush a German 

army that was neither prepared nor equipped for war. 

But, given that things were the same as before, 

the one thing that could be expected was a quick and 

sudden invasion, as bloodless as possible, of the 

kind that the Rhineland, Austria and Czechoslovakia 

received. And this is what happened. Hitler slipped 

his armour into a gap. It was the very same thing he 

had been doing all along. The casualties were minimal 

compared to what a frontal attack on i914 lines would 

have involved. 

It was a bagatelle for Hitler to pour his 

unprepared divisions through the gap and occupy most 

of France. Again, bafflement on the British side. 

Bafflement in all of us. Yet we, that is the we of 

the government, knew all about this attack-before it 

happened. It had the earlier Mannheim plan in its 
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hands, and the natural assumption was that this, once 

that plan was lost (intentionally or otherwise) in 

Belgium, that it would either take place or be 

revised and take place in another form. It was clear 

the Germans wouldn't adopt a plan that had been lost 

or leaked. But it was also clear that they had 

possibly lost or leaked it in order to make us 

believe that they were going ahead with it. So the 

allies had two possibilities to prepare for, neither 

of which would have involved much movement. The 

armour was far superior to Hitler's, after all. 

This was the truth but all you knew in England 

was that we had a miraculous or heroic or courageous 

retreat from a place that went down in the bogus 

pages of history as 'Dunkirk'. No one asked why, at a 

certain point in General Guderian's advance to the 

Channel, he was ordered by Hitler to halt, that is, 

from his own point of view, to fail to cut off and 

take prisoner virtually a whole army. Nothing would 

have been easier but Hitler was adamant: there must 

be no further advance. To have completed the advance 

would have been to cut off the last available port of 

escape from the British-Dunkirk. 

In other words Hitler was still in the 

friendship mode. He wanted to save his friend's face. 

He even ordered Goering not to put any planes in the 

air. Dunkirk was in that way turned into a blessed 

victory. It was a media coup. With amazing skill and 

typical courage a British army had slipped away from 

the enemy's grasp. And the story was such a total lie 

that it is still believed today. 
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C. and I believed it without question. We who 

thought ourselves astute in all such things didn't 

even wonder why those troops weren't bombed. 

On the day of Hitler's thrust, May 10 1940, 

Churchill became prime minister. He flew to Paris and 

argued against any withdrawal by the allies. He 

agreed with the French commander Gamelin that 

infantry battalions should be massed against the 

Germans inn the old 1914 frontal attack style. It was 

hopeless and in one stroke of a few days Belgium, 

Holland (that operation cost the Germans only 180 

casualties) and France were occupied. Who had taken 

the trouble to study Hitler's methods of surprise 

attack? Who, knowing that the word blitzkrieg best 

described these methods, had adopted methods that 

would have worked miraculously on German forces that 

were as yet poorly equipped and under-trained? It 

wasn't at all because the minds of army commanders 

were still set in the 1914 mode. That was only a 

symptom that could and to some extent later was 

corrected by the politicians. Much deeper was a 

reluctance to do anything fast or decisive because 

there was no justifiable reason for the two sides to 

be fighting at all, in view of the greater enemy in 

the East. 

This is how war is obliged by its nature to deal 

in lies. Suddenly masses of agreements have to be 

hushed up, agreements that may have been, if not 

agrreable, politically wise. To produce a black and 

white situation of enemy against enemy everything has 
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to be simplified, and all the elaborate negotiations 

that preceded war have to be suppressed. 

So when we all walked up Whitehall shouting Down 

With Chamberlain and Chamberlain Must Go all we were 

doing was, with one more step in the dark, closing 

off the truth from ourselves much more effectively 

than even a government could. War is thus a system of 

wiping out all trace of earlier dealings that fail to 

fit the enemy-to-enemy formula, as in the case of the 

friendly dealings between the allies and Hitler's 

sorry group of nazi hopefuls in the Thirties-which 

but for that studied diplomatic friendship would 

never have found the political status behind which to 

put all Germany in the grip of a spy system. 

I had no grasp of this at all, only hunches and 

doubts. I was puzzled, I wondered but never a 

question formed on my lips. 

For instance when on the day the London docks 

were bombed I looked up and saw those tiny glittering 

fish in the sky I never asked myself why Hitler had 

chosen Saturday afternoon when no one would be 

working there. All we said was, Lucky it was Saturday 

afternoon. 

We did think from time to time that there was a 

chance of some contact between the British and German 

governments. Then we put it down to wishful thinking. 

On the other hand the fact that the Phoney War had 

happened seemed to say that some negotiations might 

possibly still be going on. But as to a political 

friendship being the reason for that phoney phase 

neither we nor the American press had any idea. Not 
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even the communists talked about it, they who talked 

so much about capitalist wars being a collusive act 

with no other end than a greater capitalism. 

As for the declaration of war, while we all felt 

something unconvincing about it, we missed the key 

fact that it was a fearful calamity. Fear s never a 

good aid t analysis. Having ostentatiously not come 

out with a guarantee for the demilitarised zone of 

the Rhineland, having ostentatiously not come out 

with guarantees for Austria and Czechoslovakia, 

suddenly the government comes out with a guarantee 

for Poland, a land entirely inaccessible to allied 

armies and tanks and their supply lines. 

What the declaration did was to throw Poland to 

the wolves in a few moments, those wolves being 

Hitler and Stalin who not many months before had 

signed a pact which in effect was a promise to share 

Poland if the time should come. And the war 

declaration gave them carte blanche-since it was now 

war-to grab what they liked and call it their own. 

So having failed to check Hitler because he was 

a necessary buffer against the ever more influential 

Soviet Union you now became the enemy of both the 

buffer and the land it was meant to hold at bay. Of 

all supinely moronic events in history this was 

surely one of the best. And Churchill, the man who 

was said with his vigour t have saved all afterwards, 

was in that government. And he applauded the 

guarantee. A guarantee of total isolation. 

And all because these men were up to their eyes 

in protocol and received attitudes that they never 
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troubled to look at Hitler the man. It was very 

simple. Hitler couldn't understand English very well, 

nor was Ribbentrop, his link with English life, all 

that reliable in his understanding of the tongue. 

Hitler even asked during the Polish crisis for 

someone from England to talk to him personally, 

someone who had power and authority in London who 

could talk the German language. In that way he would 

be able to explain his prevarications during that 

crisis, his continual stop-go on the matter of 

invading Poland. Quite clearly he wanted to know 

where Britain would draw the line, say no. A diplomat 

suggested General Ironside as that man. But nothing 

happened. It disappeared in smooth prevaricating 

protocol. The paternal Chamberlain didn't see to it 

immediately. No one gleaned from that request how 

anxious Hitler was not to offend the one power he 

respected above all others-and constantly said he 

respected. So no one told him that, yes, Britain 

would indeed make war over Poland. Hitler simply him 

needed to know from London whether or not he was 

pursuing a shared or lone policy. Certainly neither 

the diplomats nor Chamberlain behaved as if they 

thought him a maverick, whatever they said to each 

other. You can see them all smiling together in the 

photographs in full regalia. 

Also Hitler was very good on protocol occasions. 

He reasoned clearly, he had a very sharp memory for 

detail, he was quite other than the man who yelled on 

the podium and gave vent in private to outbursts of 

rage. 
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But, even more important, Hitler went on crying 

for help. The war could, with sufficient ingenuity, 

have been halted. On October 10 he proposed a peace 

conference publicly, which meant, as he knew, that he 

would get a public rebuff. Then he told his army 

commanders that, fearing an attack from Russia at any 

time, he felt the need to attack in the west and if 

possible overrun France. In that way he would have 

much more of a bargaining counter with Britain. But 

by now the diplomatic channels were closed. When that 

no peace offers were to be entertained from any 

quarter in Germany. 

Churchill found himself in the quandary of a 

hundred lifetimes. Suppose Germany and Russia a 

deeper understanding, one that gave Germany a free 

hand to invade Britain? What if, more likely, Hitler 

attacked Russia? The victory of either Russia or 

Germany would then be bad news. It would mean facing 

an impregnable continent. If those countries fought 

each other, so to speak, to the death, bleeding each 

other to death-that would be the ideal solution but 

wasn't the basis of a policy. 

It was this that turned Churchill towards 

America, as the only country that could see off both 

Germany and the Soviet Union. The USA was a vast 

irresistible supply source. By that one decision the 

very nature of war changed. It became total war where 

you leave a people without much of a claim to being a 

nation at all. They are totally surrendered up to 

you, leaderless. The Casablanca agreement of 1943 

just put it onto paper. It brought in great 
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liberality as to weapons employed. The cover war had 

always had, namely as an ethical quest, was now a 

destroyer of rival power. As for the balance of power 

that presupposed the right to negotiated surrender, 

that was now historical. 

At least this is honest. War at last exposes its 

real intent which is solely destruction. This second 

world war, far from saving the Jewish civilisation in 

Europe or even wishing to or designing to at any 

point, was the instrument of its destruction. For six 

long years Judah's chief persecutor was allowed to 

run riot. This we now reverently call the holocaust. 

It wasn't that western leaders didn't care about the 

Jews. A friend of Churchill's once said, He's too 

fond of Jews. But total war is total, even unto the 

heart. The fearful blanket bombing of German cities 

had to be sanctioned, after all, by those same 

leaders some of whom must surely have had, once, a 

German friend or two. Cologne alone lost 600,000 

people. As to Dresden the best thing to be said about 

it after its bombardment was uttered by the Royal Air 

Force commander who organised it. Asked what happened 

to Dresden last night? he said Dresden? Dresden 

doesn't exist. 

This wasn't holocaust? 

A guilty people had to be punished in any vile 

manner possible, burned to death in their own homes 

if necessary. That was the nature of total war and 

unconditional surrender. The Casablanca conference in 

1943 simply put it down in writing-all or nothing. 

And that 'all' was meant. Just as the Jews were 
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vilified as less than human within Germany so were 

the Germans without. It is no good talking about the 

nazi state being 'totalitarian' (a favourite word of 

the war years), every society mobilised for war is 

precisely that. The emphasis now is on the 

development of weapons to any degre~ of lethality. 

You have given yourself permission to treat the 

victims as human refuse. Suddenly men, women and 

children, the passive spectators of whatever their 

leaders decide (as we certainly were too), could be 

wiped off the earth in the most horrifying 

circumstances. 

That it should lead, this total war, to avid 

research into atomic fission was simply logical in 

the coldest sense. In the fifteen century it was felt 

to be a soldier's victory-right to pillage and rape 

and kill at will. The 'enemy' people no longer shared 

the right to live and breathe, and total war simply 

took that to the point of their extinction by any 

frightful means whatever. 

But total war contained a sub-clause to this 

treatment of fellow humans. It was inherent in the 

idea of 'unconditional' surrender. Total war removes 

the right even to have a country, even to feel that 

you belong to it and are independent of other peoples 

in other countries. And ultimately this total war 

that emanates from government slips out of the hands 

of government for the good reason that government 

gets weaker and weaker and the private or (what 

governments hopefully call) 'illicit' manufacture of 

every kind of lethal weapon_ that is now used not by 
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country against country, because this arrangement is 

in process of breaking down, but within each country 

so that governments, armed to the teeth as they must 

be for the employment at any time of total war, must 

now wage war against people in our midst who have no 

need to 'declare' war or go through any of its 

elaborate choreography. Do we not recognise ourselves 

now? 

And it is no good me saying that all this was 

above our heads in that year fatal year of 1941, when 

all chance of a carefully worded, even cunning, peace 

was thrown away not by Hitler, who yearned for it, 

but by the allies, it is no good me saying that we 

were unaware of the war having changed its character, 

for good and all. We of course didn't use words about 

it. History isn't spoken as it goes along. We simply 

went on 'fighting' because we were fighting. Both 

sides were permanently exhausted, permanently out of 

sorts with what was going on, permanently feeling 

nothing about all the old-fashioned things the media 

went on burbling about. You listened to J.B.Priestley 

on the radio addressing 'Mr. Schucklegruber', a 

supposed family name of Hitler's, you listened to his 

discussion of war aims, his voice was homely, the 

northern accent gave you a feeling we all belong 

together, but it was just self-indulgence, as the 

communists' 'we are witnessing the collapse of 

capitalism' was. 

War aims were simply a clever gimmick. Hitler 

started them up as soon as he heard about ours. You 

suddenly were fighting an old-fashioned war, long 
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precedent to the 1914-18 war, and it was all about 

how bad things were before and now you were going to 

right them. That is, you spent six years battering 

the life out of each other in order to make the world 

nice. But the fact is that war, and especially total 

war, never gets cleared up, it proliferates by 

osmosis. The first total war from 1941-45 was 

followed by more than fifty years of constant war or 

threats of war-threats local and global. And we see 

no let-up at this time. The lethal-weapons industry 

is a major breadwinner, a top investment-market 

feature. 

What hope did C. and I have together since the 

very idea of a human bond became, somehow, you 

couldn't put your finger on it, dissolved? As I sat 

in that pianist's studio in an increasing silence and 

solitude I knew, of course I did, that the chance of 

a bond as a soldier was confined to brothels. C. was 

in apparently in a luckier situation, she would go on 

being a student and meeting people but cupid's bow 

gets tired. The atmosphere of a war-isolated country 

becomes embittered by the lack of any chance on the 

part of the civilian to be war-like. He or she might 

be manning an ach-ach gun but it was purely 

defensive. My mother and father simply sat the war 

out, their windows smashed in, their street 

constantly shaken by massive nearby explosions, 

always scuttling to the reinforced cellar, eating not 

too much or well, believing more and more that the 

law of probabilities was against them. It was far 

preferable to be conjured on to a ship, escorted past 
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Gibralta, let down on to the ravishing golden yellow 

shores of Phillippeville in North Africa as I was, 

and I knew it. Within the confines of battle I still 

had the freedom of my limbs. We had to be rested, 

after battle exhaustion. We ate well. 

And sitting in that silence couldn't go on for 

ever. C. and I had said goodbye at a railway station. 

She was off back to the north. We didn't say it was 

the last good bye but we knew it was. Friends no 

longer came to the studio. And at last the 

mobilisation papers came. Not as a relief that 

something was going to happen at last but because my 

past was dead and these papers at least would move 

me-passive and numb to the point of stupor-into a 

future without roots. 

But you can't lose your past. I learned this at 

the training camp in Yorkshire where I was sent. 

Every week we used to have a kind of discussion 

morning. The idea was to revive your mind after 

daily drilling and rifle cleaning and lectures on 

weaponry had all but knocked it out. Different 

subjects were chosen and cadets jumped to their feet 

and put their points of view. They were meant to do 

it freely but not one free statement emerged because 

we weren't free. Then one day the subject of Religion 

was chosen. I had so far sat through these bogus 

dialectical ordeals without word or movement, 

thinking almost certainly of C. But all of a sudden 

one of the cadets got up and said something that 

seemed to me so outrageous that I had leapt to my 

feet·without knowing it. I can't remember what I 



48 

said. It was long after my atheist phase when I was 

still a choir boy which got me temporarily removed 

from my position as head choir boy. All I know is 

that the words poured out of me and everyone sat very 

still. And afterwards I got a message from Major 

Worsley, one of the most serenely composed men I ever 

met. He wished to see me in his office. When I got 

there and had saluted with that awful smack of the 

right heel on the floor he told me to take a seat. 

And he confessed quietly, studying me with his eyes, 

that he had been on the point of sending me away-as 

hopeless officer material. But just now I had shown 

him that I was hiding a very different personality 

behind the chosen moronic one. And for that reason he 

was going to retain me. On condition that I promised 

in future to bring the whole of me to the'parades, 

lectures and manoeuvres, instead of the other chap. 

So my intelligence saved me-to kill or be killed 

as an officer. And it was to happen again and again 

when it started. The past came to save me, make me 

ever better material for the killing or being killed. 

Even C. in her silence hel.ped. 
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William Rowdon a docker's clerk and Gladys Brooke, both of Battersea. \E. 
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three boys managed between ~ to cover literary, theatrical (production, 

management, writing), diplomatic, documentary film and therapeutic careers 
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without apparent effort. ~mother Gladys Brooke was sent out to work at the 

age of 12 and looked after a family of two teachers and three children, for which 

she received two shillings and sixpence a week, which is surprising considering 

that she was related to Rupert Brooke. 
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thousand shrieks, the crashing of boulders d wn the stair-well. They presented 

themselves to me as a new aspect of death, reatening worse terrors than what I'd 

already tasted. 

The steps were in fact soft, as I we knew they must be because the corridor 

was carpeted, and they had a regularity hich seemed to me remorseless, making 

a thump quite unlike human steps. I s rained to listen, my heart beating so 

quickly and powerfully in my chest th t all chance of careful listening was marred. 

The steps drew nearer to my door. hey stopped. They moved away again, 

always soft. I heard them on the st ircase. This time they were running---but 

what an awful demonic haste---a ockery of human running! 

There came a booming so d deep in the basement. I really thought I 

would go mad in that moment b cause a giddiness seized me that wasn't physical 

but a state of mind. I was hor fied to see, in the sitting room, a glaring orange­

yellow light that penetrated t e closed curtains from outside and sent what to me 

was a foul glow through the oom, making the furniture stand out ghoulishly, like 

the accessories of a mortu rYe I stood staring at that blanket of nauseating light. 

I guessed that a fire had s arted again and that nearby streets were burning but a 

moment's thought told m that in the lack of the fierce crackling noises of a big 

conflagration this was i possible. Pockets of gas, plastic containers, warehouse 

material would have m de a gigantic collective din. Also the light was flat, 

unmoving on the win 

pull the curtains asi e,. 

I couldn't summon the courage to go to the window and 



~ /-

I~ ed~ ~ I~ 

~ f'1 <--c:>~.. ~ C ~ 

0-( ~ "----< /1.P ~V) ~0 k~k) 

1~ ~ L '--S-<-- /L "--~ I ~\ 
) 

~ \ ' -~) ~() Jk.c f-"/~"'-II 

f yL ~ cL~ / 
... 



,5' . -1l ~ -9 J\... ;:.e. k.... ~L.. --- \ e-. 7V--<- I ~ ...... 
oM ~ Lc..- r::J cl... ~ t:;: --t, · 

7 l l+- ~~ .:.,,:~( 





(.h CAv-A 1(\ IJ fi..w \.IV (( m IV' Lr- ~ '-, ~ 
;.... Lt:, ) .... e.-£.? t:. ~~vc:..-l,--, ~ ~ ~ T~~ ...... ~ ~)1~L.J.-
S 1'-'- <f ~..:.., +l, \. W1-\- L.l. ~ , ~l ~ i-( ~ 
~ L Jel' ~"" ~ r-..... . r- Y2..Jv.....,L..A. 

Ve.n~ ~ .:... J.G vt~, t....... b ~ 
Il-L.. r-.. , co.:J......:...t. ~ ~ ~ 0...--0...-( ~ Y1.. 

~' :.. ~ ~k.~ ~ i...J, ~ __ /~l /,b--t , 



2 
\ 

)~ / 

known than yours, so \I/RY GOB't ';lie talk about min~ iBstead?'. Which they did for 

twenty minutes, the subject PYGMALION. When Maurice described Doolittle as 
) 

a 'bourgeois' (meaning his soul) Shaw shouted 'PSHAW! He ~a dustman!'. ~ 
~Q...., .....:..~ k h..~ ~ A-c.. M. ~.-. i\.LwJ. ~ At.. t..... cl..-l.-:t.. I .... L. ~t: It:.... r I ~ , 
Me ah6 fJr~gicted that M~Qrh:e l,vol:lld b~ a more famous f>la~aJ7rigbt than he on the 

grouHds dud he }Ut6 stat ted that ffltleR earlier. 
f~JP I'; b I @:; ci: ( k:L ') P~GT,(Y M~~ ((. 

Tambimuttu the edit~ged ~ away from scho,ol5>ia£1! HI! Hated it. 

Hd-Maurice replied that in effect he' had done that long~ :;~itching off. He 
A 

later befriended John Lehmann, editor of PENGUIN NEW WRITING, whom he 

found conventional in all but sexual tastes. These drove him away ~ 

LI!HlHaaa, "hololhen~ted him to lunc~oUld stand at the top' of the stairs 

behind a wooden child's gate and say 'Gate toll a kiss!' which turned Maurice's 
) 

l.ftere was a hOUSekeeper iII the basement aHG LehmaBn 'pould bellovT 

Lehmann never invited him to his literary does, which led Maurice to 

believe that he regarded him as trade, not genius . ...-.J~t :;:pg IIII!=. ~"t~5Oiiiiii!;;;;C:;;;;;;f;J~I;;ig;jjIiliiliii~~~~::,>=-. ~jiIt-
~ __ 1\A~ 

~st before he went~ to Oxford for his first term Ve fell in love with Karolina 
~ ~ ft..e..1 c......<-- 1 

Polanyi, ~ the daughter of Ilona a Polish lad hoLleti the communist 
0) ~ J~ )r ~ J'4 

revolution in Hungary jj11922 ,a1ld steel-grey eyes and a q~"Tht voice .ttd..talked 
, Co t......,.Q o-l-.. Cc. 

to Maurice about the Komintern and the ay w en communism would ge fealised--
. ~ .. , 

even in tHe e6uIlUy lIIost supinely I esistal1t to it, Britain. Ho:titl piloted freight 

planes between England and Canada in World War Two and settled in Canada 
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behavior. Also our moments of craziness are staggered, so to speak. All the 

murders and domestic outbursts and ruptures don't take place at once. Each of 

us has judgement in other people's crazy moments. This is why convicted killers 

are horrified by other people's crimes of mutilation and may not for years achieve 

equal distance from their own. 

Here's a disturbing thought. Could it be that with so many killings we 

accept them not as tolerable behavior but as a feature of life, and therefore we 

endorse them by familiarity? This would be another reason for not examining the 

question of human sanity---though a dark, ominous reason. 

We have minds easily affected by what other people do, especially if they do 

them often enough. If news-worthy, human behavior reaches millions of 

spectators and gets repeated in news clips so that it really sticks. In childhood we 

grow by imitating and the imitative apparatus is only slightly less active in 

the adult, though much less conscious. 

This imitation may produce behavior quite unlike the killings that attract 

worldwide attention. It might be in the form of an outburst, a conflict over a 

trifle, the use of an automobile to express anger. This in turn increases the 

likelihood of killings. 

It took a lot (I mean a lot of murders) for us to break through our inherited 

perception that we have the greatest civilization ever. Perhaps we could apply 

similar logic to human sanity. 

As long as I go about my business carefully doing the things most other 
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ENGLAND THEIR ENGLAND 

'And he began to get bitter, and a wicked look began to come on his 

fa c e. '---England, my England (D .H.Lawrence). 

I was borR one of tHfee b\')Y5 in Wandsworth, London, of William Rowdon a ---- rk and Gladys Brooke, both of Battersea. The three boys managed 

between them to co literary, theatrical (production, management, writin , 
6..W~,·c..-l-t;:,;. !==,. ~ .. '1- Jc:.c.&...~ )/ 

diPIOmatiCtOurnalistic, doc entary-film and therapeutic careers 

apparent effort. Their mother Gla s Brooke was sent 0 0 work at the age of 

12 and cooked and cared for a family of t 

which she received two shillings and sixpenc 

On the evidence of the circu stances---that in hildhood the Rowdons 

frequently had little to eat an ere threatened in bad ti es with eviction---it 

shouldn't have happened specially as the Wandsworth of t time was a ghetto 
-Cr Mi~~Ic-.c(\.- ~ 

as far from the West ci(as a dossho~se from the Savoy. Despl e today's self-
J).. hlo/,ll 

serving illusion a out pI e J-}/\lf'2- England,. the rent-collectors and cal-bill 
. /I 

f5) ~ 1Lk~ c..tJ~ ~ 
collectors di heir best for their tenants, especially if they knew t:h:q ere sick or 

.A A. c...urr~ l...)....., ct.a ~ '1 uI 

out of ajo . Had it not been for ~ natural sense of charity (which.d:U' fg::~~~~ 
c.V) 

~~~~~de1tt1rte~~~~+1 the Rowdon family would have been on th 

streets while all tAree sops lllere still childt etl. 

"* -f. ~ 
There was also a lot of social mobility, perhaps more than now, for the 
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