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To Peggy Dunne

A long overdue thank-you for keeping my father’s
spirits up when his chips were down.


Introduction

My father would have been more than a little astonished to learn that, over twenty years after his death, his letters written to me in my rackety youth had become a bestselling book in the form of Dear Lupin, and a West End play. Nevertheless, I think what might have surprised him more than anything else is that, despite living out of a suitcase for many years, I had somehow managed to hang on to the letters. One can only then imagine his reaction to find that the letters he had written as POW No. 481, from various Oflags and Stalags during World War II, to his friend Peggy Dunne had been kept by her and her family and now, some eighty years later, were to be shared with a rather larger audience. These seventy or so letters and postcards form the core of this book.

My father’s role as an active combatant in the last war was short-lived. Roger Mortimer was born in 1909, educated at Ludgrove (then called Wixenford), Eton and RMC Sandhurst. In 1930, he was commissioned into the 3rd Battalion Coldstream Guards and for the following years enjoyed a fairly leisurely existence stationed at Chelsea Barracks, barely five minutes’ walk from his parents’ house in Cadogan Square. Official military duties beyond drill practice were minimal by today’s standards and much time was spent on the racecourse, in the hunting field or enjoying London’s clubs and nightlife. Each officer was allocated a ‘soldier servant’ who took care of his personal requirements and could look forward to twenty or so weeks’ annual leave as well as most weekends off.

In the spring of 1938, now a captain, my father sailed with the 3rd Battalion CG for their Palestine tour during the ‘Arab Uprising’, a posting that, by all accounts, he hugely enjoyed. Shortly after the outbreak of war with Germany in September 1939 he was dispatched with the 1st Battalion CG as part of the British Expeditionary Force in Northern France and Belgium, in what was initially called the ‘phoney war’. Some months later he found himself fight ing a desperate rearguard action against the German advance on the Dyle river in Belgium. A shell exploded nearby and he was knocked unconscious and left for dead.

At the time he was incorrectly reported by the authorities to have been killed in action. When he came to later he found himself surrounded by German soldiers; recounted here in my father’s classic understated style: ‘A fairly unpleasant German officer told me I was to be shot immediately because “the dirty British had been using poisoned gas”. Fortunately, that little difficulty blew over.’ Now officially a prisoner of war (POW or, in German slang, Kreigie), as POW No. 481 he was destined to endure the status for the next five long and challenging years.

At my father’s thanksgiving service in 1992 his close friend and fellow Coldstreamer, Brigadier Raoul Lempriere-Robin, observed, ‘I always feel it is quite out of keeping for anyone who has not himself been a prisoner of war to expound upon the realities and consequences of life as such.’ My father’s letters from that time offer a unique and interesting insight into the harsh and complicated realities of being a POW during a seemingly endless period of incarceration with an unknown end-date.

In a letter written shortly after he was captured he said, ‘I suppose after thirty years of ease, a little discomfort is good for one but I hate never having a bath and having only one set of clothes.’ Adjusting to life as a prisoner required any number of qualities, such as courage, resilience and resourcefulness, together with less obvious ones, including tolerance, good manners and, probably the most important of all, friendship combined with loyalty. In later life, the vast majority of my father’s closest friends were those he knew as a prisoner. As I grew up, I got to know them almost as if they were family, and I look back on them and their mutual, understated strength of character, sense of fun and generosity of spirit with huge affection.

The regular letters from Peggy were an absolute lifeline for him. Correspondence with an entertaining friend is rather different than that with family members and there was nothing my father enjoyed more than an appreciative audience (like father, like son!): ‘Quite honestly I should feel very lost without your letters now, you are about the only person I hear from whose letters aren’t a series of drab commonplace mixed up with a few sops in the shape of foolish optimism. I’ve been told “next Christmas” since August 1940. As long as you can stand it please go on – until you’ve been in prison you can’t possibly realise what letters mean.’

Understandably, there were times as a POW when things seemed particularly desolate. In June 1943, he wrote to his own father, ‘This has been a wretched month. Today, to crown everything, most of my room have been moved to another camp, including Freddy Corfield whom I’ve lived with for over three years in quiet content and a considerable amount of laughter. What sanity I still possess is largely due to him. Friendship is about the only anchor one has in prison and now after three years I feel just as if I was starting all over again. I suppose my resistance to the bleakness of things is decreasing, but at present I feel like attaching my old school braces to the lamp bracket, fitting a snug knot behind my ears and jumping off the table.’

Apart from being great friends, for several years Fred and my father had controlled the vital news flow from their concealed radio the ‘Canary Bird’ (see note below). And, fortunately, life wasn’t always as gloomy, as in a letter home later that year: ‘Lovely room here. I am wearing a nice heather mixture tie, knitted for me by Francis Reed out of an old sock.’

Sometimes the benefit of hindsight reduces somewhat the frisson of the realities of a given situation as it was at the time. For my father as a POW it seemed highly unlikely that the allied forces would ultimately be victorious, as he observed in 1942. ‘Apparently we are relying on entirely two neutrals – God and the USA – to win the war for us.’

One of my favourite extracts from his letters home is his response to a particularly pessimistic observation from his father, who at the time was living in some style at 28 Cadogan Square with ten permanent staff. ‘I take that to be merely an instance of that astonishing capacity for looking on the bleakest side of every prospect which is such a feature of our family life and which I myself share to the full. Ever since I can remember we’ve always been hovering on the edge of a bed-sitting room in the Cromwell Road, but by tremendous good fortune we never quite seem to get there.’

It is often said that the war shaped my father’s generation, as a friend recently confided to me, in that ‘they weren’t so much hardened by the war as realised that nothing that bad could happen in normal life. So it produced that toughness, lack of self-pity and self-regard.’

In ‘Fifty Years On’ my father gives a typically lighthearted account of leaving RMC Sandhurst in 1929 and being commissioned into the 3rd Battalion Coldstream Guards and describes the way that, for the following nine or so years, he enjoyed a rather relaxed routine stationed at Chelsea Barracks. At the time it was the habit for officers in the Coldstream Guards to be given nicknames. My father’s was ‘Pol Roger’ (see note below). All this was very different to his subsequent existence as prisoner of war No. 481.

The book concludes with a lengthy and utterly charming personal letter to me, diarising a period of some seventeen years between 1949 and 1967 with all the difficulties both enjoyed and endured at Barclay House, our family home in Hampshire. For me, this is a celebration of those rather austere post-war years, when the simple pleasures of life were, after all that had gone before, to be enjoyed to the full. My father writes very much in the style so admired and enjoyed in Dear Lupin and Dear Lumpy and, as in those books, it is my father’s voice that is heard rather than that of his editor – in this case, his son.

My father was a very modest man and his subsequent success as a racing journalist and author came not through calculated manipulation and jostling for position but through being very good at what he did. Above all, irrelevant of circumstances, it was his humour, intelligence and decency combined with a quiet acceptance of the status quo that tended to shine and get him through. If my father had a secret weapon it was his self-deprecating humour that ridiculed inflated egos and somehow made the unendurable more endurable. If I have inherited anything from my father, I like to think it’s his gallows humour.

In conclusion, and in his own words as said to me on numerous occasions, ‘There was never a time as a prisoner of war that was quite as bad as the first term at my preparatory school.’

The Canary Bird

In February 1941, while in the prison at Spangenburg castle, my father and fellow POW and friend Fred Corfield managed to acquire a tiny radio set about ten inches by four inches – it was this device that was nicknamed the Canary Bird – from a party of doctors who had brought it into the camp undetected in a medical case and were worried about the extremely severe consequences of it being found in their possession. As Fred remembers, ‘Whether Roger and I took charge or whether we were elected to do so, I do not remember, and from then on, we took it in turns to take down the news virtually every night, only missing out when the radio was in transit from one camp to another,’ cleverly concealed as it was in a medicine ball. A news distribution system was soon contrived so that everyone was informed of the latest world news – free from German propaganda. It cannot be overestimated what a massive boost to morale this was, in particular hearing extracts from Churchill’s speeches. Given how hopelessly impractical my father was, running the radio with Fred was quite an achievement. There is however an apocryphal story that one afternoon my father blotted his copybook by ‘blowing a valve’ when listening to a live race broadcast from Newmarket.

‘Pol Roger’

In the 1930s it was customary for officers in the Coldstream Guards to be given nicknames a step or two removed from their birth names. My father’s was ‘Pol Roger’ (after the fizz) and thus ‘Paul’. Hence the title of this book ‘Vintage Roger’. Any reference in the letters by my father to Paul such as : ‘Paul quite likes his new school, although the wartime regime is Spartan in the extreme. The masters are pretty strict…’ is my father talking about his situation in the third party in an attempt to slip certain negative facts about his new camp past the German censors.
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