
[image: cover]


For Maximilian, in hope.



[image: title]


CONTENTS

DEDICATION

TITLE PAGE

EPIGRAPH


NEVER SERVED

BOYS AND THEIR TOYS

COME AND SEE

HEAVY METAL

THE GENERATION GAME

PRIVATE NORMAL

FIGHT OR/AND/OR FLIGHT

STRENGTH IN UNITY

DEAD MEN’S BEDS

THEY DON’T LIKE IT UP ’EM

VILE BODIES

THE CLAP TRAP

SODOMY AND IGNOMINY

A FLAME WITHOUT A HEARTH

PEOPLE ARE PEOPLE

BREAKING THE CAGE

THE DEMOCRACY OF DEATH

MR THWAITES’ BRITAIN


AFTERMATH

NOTES

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

ORION CREDITS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO BY LUKE TURNER

COPYRIGHT


‘Bless ‘em all, bless ‘em all, bless the long and the short and the tall.’

British military song

‘War is a prolonged passionate act, and we were involved in it.’

Elizabeth Bowen

‘The Present is a room; the Past furnishes it, the Future lights it.’

Dan Billany


NEVER SERVED

A boy on his holiday scans the sky for the RAF jets that rip apart the murmur of the Norfolk coastline, now a distant dot among the summer clouds, now screeching so low he feels he might reach out and touch them.

A man in his mid-thirties who looks not unlike that small boy stamps his feet for warmth in the lookout of a luxury ocean liner, wrapped up against the cold Atlantic air, talking with a stranger about home and their different lives as together they scan the horizon for the dreaded plume of spray from the periscope of a German U-Boat.

A young Canadian peers through clear Perspex at the pale concrete slabs of a runway flickering ever faster past him before they disappear into the gloom as the bomber defeats gravity and lifts into the sky. This will be the final time he would know the earth.

A woman – who, against the standards of her day, does not consider herself a woman at all – stretches in a Cambridgeshire field, exhausted from the effort of haymaking. She runs a tough, calloused hand through Brylcreemed hair and looks up as the drone of bombers once more fills the harvest air.

Two men sit around an earth stove in an Italian POW camp, sharing out a Red Cross parcel to cook for themselves and three comrades. Together, they will write one of the love stories of the Second World War.

A normally suave officer clambers soaked to the skin onto a French harbour wall, machine-gun fire and explosions all around him. In a fit of rage he has never known before, he batters the prone form of a German soldier with the butt of his revolver.

In an orchard outside Bayeux, soon after D-Day, a wireless operator and a Mauritian soldier lie naked under the trees, engrossed in one another’s bodies as apples ripen and artillery booms not far away.

Over London, the engine of a V-1 Doodlebug rocket ceases its pulsing and falls silent. In a West End theatre below, the audience dive under their seats, but a man who could not fight continues to move across the stage with a sensuous grace.

These are moments in time of the Second World War and its aftermath; one – the boy on the Norfolk beach – is not actually from the war at all but shaped entirely by its memory.

Throughout my childhood, the Second World War was my popular culture. While my peers were getting into pop music, fantasy comics, American wrestling, Hollywood films and football, I was seeking the war wherever I could. I’d ask for trips to air museums or the Royal Tournament. I watched every episode of Dad’s Army and each Sunday, I’d scour the Radio Times for the afternoon’s war film – The Dam Busters, Ice Cold in Alex, The Eagle Has Landed, Reach for the Sky, Battle of Britain, 633 Squadron, The Guns of Navarone, A Bridge Too Far. The plastic Airfix models that I painstakingly built in my bedroom took on a magical power, becoming strange objects that connected me to this past world so tantalisingly out of reach. I went through phases when I would become obsessed with different aspects of the war – often the Battle of Britain, but also the night raids over Germany or D-Day – and build kits accordingly. I’d repaint old models in different camouflage to represent their transfer to, say, the North African desert. Spitfires, Heinkel He 111, Messerschmitt Bf 109 and 110, Hurricane, Wellington, Lancaster, Typhoon, a couple of Mosquitos were hung with fishing line (less visible than thread) from my bedroom ceiling. I realise now that the solvent-heavy paints and glues of the time meant that I was probably slightly out of my tree when I imagined the feats of violence that my aircraft were to complete.

I didn’t like to put the figures of the pilots and crew in my fighters and bombers. It didn’t feel right to slap on blue paint for uniforms, a bit of brown for leather straps, a splurge of white mixed with red on the face for skin. They were all doomed, after all. When inevitably pins popped from the ceiling or fishing line unravelled and the models crashed to the floor, I’d paint cottonwool red and black and stick it onto the broken plastic to represent flame and greasy smoke, then rehang them as if they were being shot down. I always felt guilty if it was an RAF aircraft ablaze. After the second or third crash, they were taken to the garden, stuffed with BBQ firelighters and ignited to trail black toxic smoke around the roses and raspberry canes as I made the sound of chattering machine guns and screaming engines.

Always lurking in my mind was the knowledge that these were machines of metal and wood designed at great expense and with extreme precision to keep a man’s brain alive long enough that it might overwhelm and destroy another brain before it could do the same. Much as I found warplanes beautiful, this human aspect made me feel uneasy – I was aware what the modern jets that split the skies of the north Norfolk coast were for and how they connected with the bombers of the past that I’d gawp at in war museums or recreate in plastic. I wanted to focus only on the machines. One of my first artistic efforts was a picture book I drew one rainy day on one of those Norfolk holidays. Inspired by the jets thundering overhead, it told of the heroics of an RAF squadron but, instead of being flown by men, the aircraft had faces, spoke to one another, were the living beings themselves, like some strange hybrid of Thomas the Tank Engine and future autonomous drones.

Between the archetypes and heroes of war films and the plastic of my model kits was an absence and a silence. It was one made up of millions of men.

For years, I struggled to understand the poem that was as familiar as the Bible passages and hymns that were also etched into my young mind, the four lines repeated every Remembrance Sunday service:

They shall grow not old,

as we that are left grow old:

Age shall not weary them,

nor the years condemn.

As a child, I looked at veterans on telly, among family friends or at the men I knew at church who had been alive during the Second World War, and it seemed to me that they had always been old. Reading historical accounts of the war and seeing the ages of the men writing or being written about still gives me a jolt – Battle of Britain ace Richard Hillary, severely injured and a popular author by twenty-three – as do the endless neat stones in military cemeteries for aircrew, soldiers and sailors aged nineteen, twenty, twenty-one. When I thought of men in Lancaster bombers or on the beaches of D-Day, they were never just a few years older than me, as was actually the case, but always with white receding hair, crow’s feet and wrinkles, wiry and shrivelled, or perhaps a little paunched. It is easier to process a fascination with war if it feels as if the men who died were already near death. There was no way of seeing them as they were.

That cringing awkwardness I felt and still feel when it comes to putting the crew in my model aircraft was also because those men were anonymous to me, like my grandad Percy or Great-Uncle Reg, both of whom had been in the war but died long before I was born. I knew them just as black-and-white photographs of a man in uniform. That was how, in childhood, I saw all the men of the Second World War, with nothing to go on save the characters from mainstream war films, photographs in memoirs and history books and grainy footage from the occasional documentary on the four terrestrial TV channels. They were flat, beyond comprehension.

During the pre-adolescent years, when the true workings of the human body and ideas of manhood are abstract and intangible, adults exist in another zone of experience and imagination. The reality of their lives is obscure and as children, we view them with a mixture of admiration and mystery. I loved chatting to a bloke at church about his model railway, but always held back from asking about his experiences at the Dunkirk evacuation in 1940. On one level, I was afraid of connecting my war obsession with the reality of human suffering, but it also felt taboo to pry into experiences that must have been so terrible to endure. I was not alone – a 2021 survey by British veterans’ organisation SSAFA found that over 40 per cent of respondents regretted not speaking to their elderly relatives about their wartime experiences before they passed away. I grew up with the cultural narrative that they had made a huge sacrifice and when they came back, they didn’t want to talk about it. I had no idea until years after he died, for instance, that my mum’s cousin Raymond, a man whose gentle demeanour and pointy beard made him seem like a relic from the Edwardian era, and who ran a second-hand bookshop in Eastbourne, had been the navigator on a Beaufighter attack aircraft, flying dangerous missions against German and Italian shipping in the Mediterranean.

I suspect that I am not alone in hearing most of my war stories from women of that generation, primarily about the home front, rather than what happened overseas. My sole first-hand account of the conflict came from my granny, who talked about watching the Blitz over London from the slopes of Epping Forest. It was Granny who pointed out that I had put the wings of a polystyrene Spitfire on back to front. She shared tales of being evacuated to the Gloucestershire countryside, where my great-aunty would pause doing the washing-up, pick up a shotgun and start blasting at rabbits through the open window. I don’t remember her ever talking about what my grandad Percy had got up to, and never wanted to ask. When you’re a child, death seems so absolute and appalling that it is hard to enquire about a loved one who has gone, another layer in our national awkwardness about discussing our mortality and the past. I would only realise much later that the war very nearly ended our family before my dad was even born.

Granny’s stories finished when she died suddenly in 1996. I still regret never recording her speaking about the war. As I got older, I craved new voices. When I moved to London in 2000, it was still a place scarred by the Second World War. The grand museums of Exhibition Road in Kensington and Tate Britain on the north bank of the Thames had ugly chunks torn out of their sharp stone walls by shrapnel from bombs. Before gentrification prompted a building boom in Hoxton, the area of east London where I lived, there were gaps in the streets, cellars opened to the sky and used as car parks, empty fireplaces hanging in thin air, even the remains of wallpaper and paint. My flat was in a post-war block that had replaced rows of terraces and our old neighbour, known as Nanny G, would recount her memories of what had brought about this profound change to London’s topography. One day during the Blitz, she’d stood mesmerised by a German parachute mine as it floated gently down. It exploded, demolishing homes and knocking her out. She loved telling the story, in her rich Cockney accent, of what happened next. ‘I came round and they was asking where I was from. ’OXTON I kept telling ’em. Oxon, they kept saying, you’re from Oxford? Nah, ’Oxton. Took ’em days to work it out.’ Hobbling along our concrete landing to the lift, Nanny G seemed superficially unscarred by these memories that had left their mark on the surrounding streets. The war had come and swept her early life away; where the house in which she had been born once stood there is now a park.

I look back at these fragments I had from Granny and Nanny G and realise that it’s no wonder that into this vacuum of storytelling and knowledge flooded fantasy and exaggerated reality in the form of war films, comics, novels, toys and playground games of Brits and Yanks v Japs and Jerries.

In my early twenties, I bought a black shirt in a San Francisco thrift store, purely for the cut and the collar, intending to remove the US military eagle insignia on the shoulder when I got home. I ended up being chased down the street by a military veteran, screaming at me, ‘Take it off, boy, you’ve never served!’ I felt he had a point. To put on the uniform in which men took oaths to fight for their country, to wear a jacket of which the next garment from the sewing machines might have ended up tailored by bullets and soaked with blood, is an appropriation of sorts. I’ve always been suspicious of those parties and ‘vintage’ events – Blitz-themed, gin in teacups, bunting and nostalgia – that neglect to remember to lay on the risk of an air raid, weak beer, fugs of cigarette and pipe smoke and meagre snacks as part of the ticket price. I suppose you could still easily end the night with your pants full of VD, but it seems in terrible taste. Those of us who never served, the overwhelming majority, owe it to those who did to remember them with a far greater sensitivity and care than we have in recent years.

It’s often said that in Britain we spend too much time going on about the war, but I’m not sure if we’ve had enough honest conversations that try to understand who these men actually were. These complicated, tricky people are known to us now only through old photographs or flickering black-and-white newsreel footage. They’re rarely individuals but blurred splodges, or perhaps if in closer focus, mugging up for the camera, cigs and pipes clenched in propaganda grins. I think of a Royal Mail stamp issued for the seventy-fifth anniversary of D-Day in 2019, a collection of white faces peering out from identical uniforms. Mostly we just see the machines they were fleshy blobs within – bombers streaming contrails in European skies, tanks leading plumes of sand and dust across the Libyan desert, ships tossed like toys in the storms of the Atlantic. Often these same images are shown over and over again in TV documentaries, their power dulled by repetition and familiarity, even error. If these programmes used the wrong aircraft or tank to illustrate a historical moment, could I really trust what they said about the men, so often portrayed as simple heroes?

The military realities of the Second World War are still up for discussion. There are new stories to be found, existing narratives to re-examine. I can spend hours listening to podcasts like We Have Ways, where the nuances of the conflict are raked over and discussed by historian James Holland and comedian Al Murray, or following Twitter accounts that give detailed analysis of specific events in the wider history of the war. I’ve passed many an evening pouring over wartime reconnaissance imagery and comparing the locations on modern-day maps and aerial photographs, trying to understand which houses on my street were bombed, locate an anti-tank ditch in the woodland near where I live in north-east London or work out exactly where in a tiny French village an artillery barrage I’d been reading about in a novel-cum-memoir had landed. I see this as a form of digital archaeology and I’m sure I’m not alone in these cartographical investigations, a search for connection not in some voyeuristic fetishisation of destruction, but trying to understand how men like me might have felt and coped as terrible things happened in ordinary places. I suppose it’s a layperson’s attempt at a term I learned from the contemporary military historians on the We Have Ways podcast. ‘Walking the ground’ is the practice of visiting old battlefields to get a feel of the landscape in which the action happened. Spending time wandering fields where carnage was sown, examining folds in the terrain, woodlands and the siting of buildings might offer a deeper insight not just into military decisions made so long ago, but also how these impacted the lives and fates of individuals caught up in them. This is an exploration of the working of the military mind at the strategic, operational and tactical level on the battlefield, but it strikes me that we can do similar by walking the psychic terrain of the conflict. By this, I mean the lived experience of both the war and the years before and after, as captured in memoir, film, art, theatre, photography, novels, poetry and especially autofiction. So many novels of the Second World War closely follow and mirror the experiences of their writers, making them feel as valuable as veteran testimony. After all, I read about how contributors to the government’s Mass Observation reports during the war would, when questioned about the events years later, put themselves closer to the action, or how veteran testimony and historical reports of D-Day changed over the years, even to be influenced by war films, often frustrating historians. Fiction gave former servicemen a licence to include harsher realities and personal narratives than might have been acceptable in straight autobiography or historiography. The private traumas and horrendous memories that the men of the Second World War carried with them have died with their bodies. These texts are all that we have left. They sit alongside what was created and recorded by the state – Mass Observation reports, Operational Record Books, unit war diaries, maps, orders, signals – all the admin on unlimited sheets of paper with which wars are fought as much as they are with guns and high explosive.

In recent years, with childhood a distant memory and the prospect of bringing new life into the world myself an increasing possibility, I felt that I needed to go through a process of self-examination to fully understand why I had been and, to be honest, still am, so crazily obsessed with the Second World War. The post-war generations have spent decades walking the ground of a war that is a cultural artefact as much as it was a geopolitical event. The Second World War wasn’t just my popular culture, but that of the entire nation, arguably more enduring in its reach, and certainly its consequences, than the Beatles or the Rolling Stones. What applied to me, as an individual shying away from the brutal realities of wartime violence in favour of tales of machines and heroics, seemed also to be the case for my country.

The Second World War as it looms in the British psyche is a powerful weapon. It’s no coincidence that as it moves beyond living memory, so the accompanying narrative has, lately, taken a turn for the jingoistic, caught up in febrile debates around our national myth and identity. It is used as a signifier for a past glory that might once again be attainable or a stick with which to beat younger generations. It can often feel as if Britain is stuck in some perpetual, childlike, simplistic obsession with the war that has prevented it from growing up and living in the present. Over my adult decades, the truth often felt lost behind football jingoism, belligerent rows over wearing a poppy and tired arguments that praised wartime leader Winston Churchill as an unimpeachable hero on one hand or grotesque warmonger and racist on the other. As the academic Thomas Colley points out in his book on how the British people understand war, the historiography is loose – now Churchill is praised as a war leader and his predecessor Chamberlain the weak appeaser of Nazism, but at the time, Chamberlain was lauded for seeming to have avoided a major European war, whereas Churchill’s speeches were not always well-received.

The war is there as a vast hyper-object in the past, defining nearly every moment of the present, if you want it to. In a modern nation of civilians who largely exist in the comfort that they are unlikely ever to face war, this leaves its memory up for grabs. There is a nostalgia for a time when Britain stood ‘alone’ in the face of overwhelming odds, an idea not only debunked long ago by historians such as Angus Calder but also given short shrift by some at the time. Although Punch, a popular magazine in the early years of the war, was not averse to stirring up this sort of sentiment in the face of the military setbacks of 1940, after the fall of France, it printed a cartoon by Fougasse of two soldiers at some lonely picket, looking out to sea at a distant battleship. ‘So our poor old Empire is alone in the world,’ says one. ‘Aye we are,’ his comrade replies, ‘the whole five hundred million of us.’ Nevertheless, the narrative of a nation alone in 1940 was revived in the backdrop to Brexit, as was the British exceptionalism around Covid-19, in which time, with weary inevitability, politicians summoned the ‘Blitz spirit’ – that idea of a particularly British form of stoicism best represented by the slogan Keep Calm and Carry On – to get the nation through the crisis. Even that motto, devised by the Ministry of Information in 1939, comes with its own myth. Though it featured on 2.45 million posters, these were never widely distributed, and ended up being pulped as part of a recycling drive in the spring of 1940.

Hovering above all this – literally, when his picture was painted in London skies by hundreds of drones on New Year’s Eve 2021– was Captain Tom Moore, the Second World War veteran who walked laps of his garden to raise £32m for the NHS. It was an incredible feat and touched a nerve in the public imagination, but it struck me as depressing that a veteran of the war was having to bail out the key institution that had been set up in the wave of hope and hunger for societal transformation at its end. It was particularly galling given that the same politicians who so loved to wheel out the memory of the war in Covid-19 boosterism were squandering billions of pounds of public money on, at best inefficient and at worst downright corrupt, healthcare procurement.

As noble as Captain Tom Moore’s efforts appeared, the drone incarnation seemed appropriate for what he had become – an ephemeral portrait in lights of a hero then and a hero now. It was little different from so many of the cultural responses to the war that had emerged since 1945 in which lives had been presented in two dimensions, the conflict as dramatic fiction or infotainment. British men at war were frequently portrayed as accidental warriors, doing their bit because their time demanded it. When Prime Minster Boris Johnson praised ‘the greatest generation of Britons who ever lived’ on the seventy-fifth anniversary of VE Day in May 2020, he borrowed from the American writer Tom Brokaw, who in a bestselling book wrote that the US men and women of the 1940s were ‘the greatest generation any society has ever produced’. I do not believe it undermines the sacrifice of those millions of men and women to say that such hyperbole creates a banality of generalisation. It does nothing to illuminate the complicated reality of their minds and bodies, but turns them into plastic icons for a form of ancestor worship.

I’ve always been fascinated by the power of Winston Churchill’s speeches, how that deep and sonorous voice with a hint of a boozy lisp conveyed a defiance that, for the most part, was an effective means of geeing the country up to fight. I still find them moving today. At 2:54 p.m. on 13 May 1940, three days after the Germans attacked Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Belgium and France, Churchill made his first speech to the House of Commons since becoming prime minister. With the situation for Europe looking bleaker by the hour, he warned MPs that ‘many, many long months of struggle and of suffering’ were ahead if the country was to ‘wage war against a monstrous tyranny never surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human crime’ and eventually achieve victory. In this warning of the privations of total war, he offered up his side of the bargain: ‘I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat.’

Here, Churchill was conjuring the essence of an idealised, British martial masculinity in the service of the state, to be squeezed out of every man in the struggle. Yet today, his powerful worlds breathe new life into the departing generation in a way that I had not foreseen when I was younger. Blood is more than a liquid shed for a cause. Sweat is not only released by toil, which in itself is not merely physical but emotional, including the work that needs to be done to recover from trauma. Tears are not merely those of that trauma or grief, but reconciliation, love and understanding. All four make up the elements of desire, the precious and individual life force so often denied in our assumptions of the 1940s. Men had not become biologically or hormonally any more complex during the long hangover since 1945.

Alongside my forays down internet wormholes, pouring over maps of the sites of airfields and battles, and reading military history, over the years I’d encountered gay and bisexual cultural figures who had been young men during the 1940s. These now kept coming to mind. It is these men, and more like them, that I have spent the last few years getting to know as I researched this book. Men like Peter de Rome, who, after the war, made gay erotic films on Super8; Micky Burn, the commando who appeared in a documentary about his life as a bisexual man; Colin Spencer, a teenager during the war who, afterwards, would spend his National Service in Germany treating soldiers with VD; Dudley Cave, a gay activist I learned about via a tweet from Peter Tatchell; Dan Billany, who wrote two astonishing novels, one a gay love story set in an Italian POW camp; and Wing Commander Ian Gleed, a pilot whose Mk 1 Hurricane sat in my stash of unbuilt model kits and whose surprising private life was revealed when I searched for information about the pilot named on the instruction sheet. These men don’t just give an insight into the hidden histories of queer Britain but an incisive, analytical awareness of how the often exclusively male societies of the armed forces fucked and felt. Billany, in particular, had a keen understanding of the men he fought alongside, and how the military ‘had usurped their bodies’ yet could never entirely occupy their minds, feelings and desires.

The best observer is often the one who remains slightly hidden, at one step removed from those they are looking at. Gay and bisexual men, in the unique position of being legally judged and defined by their sexuality, can seem to me to be in tune with what it is to be a man in a way that heterosexuals sometimes aren’t. The light shone through this prism became more acute in wartime, when gay and bisexual men were removed from the confines and rules of conventional civilian society and thrown into the moral upheaval of war. Yet I didn’t want my focus to end there, forcing the gay and bisexual men at war into some kind of ghetto just as their time had. There were straight men too who were driven, to varying degrees, by a tangle of lust and shame, not fitting into conventional ideals of military masculinity. Their enthusiasm for the war ebbed and flowed, and a few did not even fight at all. Among their number are writers, poets, artists, dancers and working men who in 1945, or thereabouts, tried, as best they could, to return to their peacetime lives. Some never made it home. They were both ordinary and extraordinary. Some seem familiar to us today, others as if they are from another world. Mine is a civilian’s-eye view of the war because that is what they had, these men who had answered their nation’s call, had given their blood, toil, tears and sweat, only for our culture to forget them in favour of shallow, easy myths.

As the anxiety of Covid-19 and the hapless screeching of our politicians became almost too much to bear, building each new model kit – late at night, music on in the background – was a much-needed escape. I realised that my hobby had, as an adult, become ritualistic. I went online to chat with the knowledgeable and generous community of military history and modelling enthusiasts to work out the right markings for a particular aircraft. I gently washed the grey plastic parts in soapy water, fitted and glued them together, mixed the correct combination of colours and used my new airbrush to lay down primer and base layers, slowly building up the paint of their camouflage schemes. I protected this with a layer of Pledge floor polish before adding the transfers of RAF roundels and identification letters, then weathered the model with oil stains, dirt and dust to make it look as realistic as possible. I still couldn’t bear to put the men in the cockpit.
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