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    ABBREVIATIONS


    THE AUSTRO-HUNGARIAN EMPIRE set up by the compromise of 1867 was a union of two near-independent states in the person of their monarch, Emperor of Austria and King of hungary. Thus, for the fifty-one years of its existence, almost every institution and many of the personnel of this composite state had their titles prefixed with initials indicating their status.


    Shared Austro-Hungarian institutions were Imperial and Royal: “kaiserlich und königlich” or “k.u.k.” for short. Those belonging to the Austrian part of the Monarchy (that is to say, everything that was not the kingdom of hungary) were designated imperial-royal—“kaiserlichköniglich” or simply “k.k.”—in respect of the monarch’s status as Emperor of Austria and King of Bohemia; while purely Hungarian institutions were Royal Hungarian: “königlich ungarisch” (“k.u.”) or “kiraly magyar” (“k.m.”).


    The Austro-Hungarian Navy followed contemporary Continental practice in quoting sea distances in european nautical miles (6080 feet), land distances in kilometres, battle ranges etc. in metres and gun calibres in centimetres. However, it followed pre-1914 British practice in using the twelve-hour system for times. Its vessels were designated “seiner Majestäts schiff” or “S.M.S.”

  


  
    


    PLACE NAMES


    A GLOSSARY OF PLACE NAMES is attached since frontier and political changes between 1914 and 1947 have altered many of those used in this story beyond recognition. The list merely records official practice in 1914 and implies no recognition whatever of any territorial claims past or present.


    Chinese place names are spelt with the former English transliteration system (for example, “Peking”) rather than the one employed nowadays.

    



    
      
        	
          Abbazia

        

        	
          Opatija, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Amboina

        

        	
          Ambon, Indonesia

        
      


      
        	
          Antivari

        

        	
          Stari Bar, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Batavia

        

        	
          Djakarta, Indonesia

        
      


      
        	
          Beneschau

        

        	
          Benešov, Cz.

        
      


      
        	
          Castellnuovo

        

        	
          Herzegnovi, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Cattaro

        

        	
          Kotor, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Chefoo

        

        	
          Yentai, China

        
      


      
        	
          Fiume

        

        	
          Rijeka, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Gródek

          Jagielloński

        

        	
          Gorodok,

          USSR

        
      


      
        	
          Iglau

        

        	
          Jihlava, Cz.

        
      


      
        	
          Jungbunzlau

        

        	
          Mladá Boleslav, Cz.

        
      


      
        	
          Klattnau

        

        	
          Klatnov, Cz.

        
      


      
        	
          Leitmeritz

        

        	
          Litoměřice, Cz.

        
      


      
        	
          Lemberg

        

        	
          L’vov/Lwów, USSR

        
      


      
        	
          Neugraditz

        

        	
          Novi Gradic, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Pancsova

        

        	
          Pančevo, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Petwardein

        

        	
          Petrovaradin, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Podgorica

        

        	
          Titograd, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Pola

        

        	
          Pula, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Porto Ré

        

        	
          Kraljevica, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Scutari Lake

        

        	
          Skadarsko Jezero, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Semandria

        

        	
          Smederevo, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Spizza

        

        	
          Sutomore, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Temesvár

        

        	
          Timisoara, Rom.

        
      


      
        	
          Teodo

        

        	
          Tivat, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Ujvidek

        

        	
          Novi Sad, Yu.

        
      


      
        	
          Zemlin

        

        	
          Zemun, Yu.
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    DISTANT ECHOES


    SISTERS OF THE

    PERPETUAL VENERATION


    PLAS GAERLLWYDD


    JANUARY 1987


    I HAVE NEVER BEEN A GOOD INVALID, I am afraid: not when I was a small child, fighting to survive the routine diseases that used to carry off so many infants in the late 1880s; nor even now, when I have lived so unbearably long that death will come to me as a welcome visitor; and not in all those many times in between when sickness or wounds have put me on my back for a spell.


    Bronchial pneumonia laid me low the week before Christmas, while the sisters were busy preparing the vigil-night supper for us forlorn inmates of this home for Polish refugees. They put me to bed and called dr Watkins over from llangwynydd village to attend to me, but this was largely a formality: I was not expected to survive the next day, despite an injection of antibiotics and the use of an oxygen mask. It was not even considered worthwhile to call an ambulance to move me to hospital in swansea. Quite sensibly, I thought: I might as well die here as there, especially in the middle days of December when the ambulance men have their hands full dealing with road casualties. In any case, I was little disposed to argue, lying there fighting for breath and wondering like a shipwreck survivor in a freezing sea how many more waves he can be expected to breast before he gives in to the inevitable and goes under for the last time. It is by no means an unpleasant sensation, this dying, at least as I experienced it: rather like waking early in the morning, then realising that it is sunday and stretching lazily in one’s hammock in the knowledge that the bugles will not blow Auspurren for another hour. I was conscious of faces about me, and of people coming and going, but of little else.


    Then they brought Father Mccaffrey to administer extreme unction. Now, I have nothing against the reverend father, who is a pleasant young irishman with a permanent smile and a shiny pink face, rather like a slaughtered pig that has just been scalded and had its bristles shaved off. Also he was conscientious enough to drive thirty kilometres late on a wet, cold night to offer the last meagre comforts of holy Mother church to a withered old husk of an agnostic like myself, baptised and confirmed as a Catholic—like all other subjects of the noble house of Austria who didn’t claim to be anything else—but otherwise (like most Czechs) a hussite at heart and a sceptic as regards the head. But it was the extreme unction itself which did it—though I think not quite in the way they intended. I served in both world wars and in several conflicts in between, and I am strongly of the opinion that the wanton administration of religion to helpless sick and wounded men lying in hospitals is a practice which ought to be outlawed under the Geneva convention. I remember, at any rate, having a strenuous and most enjoyable argument on this point about twenty years ago with the Matron at the stanmore orthopaedic hospital, when I was laid up with a broken hip and a gang of well-heeled samaritans turned up to dispense Christmas carols and condescension to the inmates. Anyway, on this occasion, far gone as I was, having Father Mccaffrey smearing me with embrocation and muttering incantations over me was more than I could take. I pushed him away—to the horror of the assembled sisters—then managed to sit up and gather enough breath to tell him to leave me alone and be about his business attending to people who have asked for his ministrations. It was disgraceful, I know, but the anger worked like some marvellous elixir upon me. The exertion brought about a profuse sweat, my heartbeat grew strong and regular again, my breathing eased later that night and I recovered over the next few days to a point where, just before new year, I was taken off the danger list and officially declared a convalescent.


    I am still confined to bed, however, until further notice, and sister Felicja is enforcing the order by impounding my clothes. Really, I think that with someone of my age—a hundred last April—they ought to let me get dressed and wander out into the snow to perish like an aged and toothless red Indian brave. But their minds appear not to work that way— like those of prison warders who take away a condemned man’s shoelaces and belt and braces for fear that he should hang himself and save them the trouble. But now it looks as if they will merely turn out to have substituted death from boredom for death from cardio-respiratory failure, because the truth is that I am finding my time in bed extremely tiresome. I cannot read a great deal these days, because of cataract, and I find that the wireless soon palls once one has listened to the fifth or sixth afternoon play about the problems of blue whales and single-parent families.


    However it must be admitted that, even if I were allowed to get up, there would not be a great deal to do at the moment, for last Monday the weather suddenly changed. On saturday afternoon it was the usual January half-gale and drizzle along this stretch of the Welsh Atlantic coast. But then on sunday the wind began to veer round and turn into a raw, iron-grey north-easter, moaning steadily about the house up here on the headland and ruffling the trees and bushes against their gale-bent grain like an invisible hand stroked the wrong way along a cat’s back. By Monday evening the snow had begun to fall: not the usual large, wet, sea-scented flakes of these parts but a solid, steady cascade of fine, harsh powder almost like that which falls where I come from in the middle of Europe. By Tuesday morning the roads were impassable, the sunken lane to llangwynydd village buried two or three metres deep along its entire length. The local people who have managed to struggle up to the Plas these past few days say that they have not seen worse in twenty-five years.


    Not that it has affected me a great deal, lying here in my upstairs room. I was aware of the pallid, grey light reflected on to the ceiling when I awoke that morning, then of the branching fingers of ice on the window panes. But it was not until I managed to hoist myself out of bed, when the sisters’ backs were turned, that I looked out of the window and saw the rock-terraced gardens about the house smoothed to a gently undulating expanse of white, and the great ridge of the cefn Gaerllwydd beyond turned into the back of an albino whale standing out sharp and livid against a sky of tarnished pewter. The sea—commanded by the wind off the land to an unaccustomed calm—lapped sullenly at the shores of Pengadog Bay below the house, leaving a fringe of broken ice-shards as the tide went out. All was stillness and silence.


    Movement to and from the Plas has been impossible these past few days, balanced as we are out here on the very tip of the peninsula, far from even the secondary roads and with only a couple of farmsteads between us and Llangwynydd. Earlier today there was a great clattering overhead as an RAF helicopter came over to drop fodder to the sheep up on the ridge; but apart from that we have been quite isolated from the rest of the world, except for the telephone and the wireless. Not that it matters a great deal though, in a place inhabited by ten nuns and eighty or so aged and impoverished Polish émigrés, most of them hardly less feeble and decrepit than myself. No, we have supplies for a month or so I believe, and central-heating oil for longer, so cannibalism will not be necessary, by my reckoning, until about the end of February. Likewise the suspension of milk and postal deliveries is no great hardship to us. Coming from Central Europe, we take lemon in our tea. And being of our accursed generation, we receive little mail, having precious few relatives or friends left alive to send us any. In fact there has been a certain end-of-term levity about the place these past few days. Yesterday a couple of the younger and more frivolous sisters were even induced to take part in a snowball fight with Major Koziołkiewicz and a few of his fellow-gallants, then help him build a snowman. An old biretta was dug out from somewhere to turn it into the semblance of a priest, with an empty vodka bottle tucked under one of its arms and a breviary under the other. But when a carrot begged from the kitchen to represent a nose was turned into something else altogether, sister Felicja felt that the fun had gone far enough and came out to send the nuns about their duties.


    As far as I am concerned the sudden onset of the blizzards and our subsequent isolation from the world has had one unlooked-for benefit. My young friend Kevin scully, unemployed ex-naval rating and part-time handyman about the Plas, drove across from llanelli on the Monday afternoon to fix a leaking tap and was stranded here as the snow began to drift in the lanes. He has been here for six days now. Not that he seems to mind very much: he has no job, and his “on-off” relationship with his girlfriend appears to be going through an “off” phase. And anyway, as an ex-serviceman, he has come to appreciate that the one great merit of military life is its irreproachable idleness. He has dug a few paths clear about the house and thawed out a pipe or two, and he is conscientious in his twice-daily checking of the boiler and heating pumps in their outhouse. But otherwise he seems happy to sit up here in my room, well away from Sister Felicja, talking with me about this and that or just reading quietly. He is the ideal sickroom companion: instinctively tactful and unobtrusive, with none of these irritating ideas about having to entertain me or otherwise justify his presence. Strange really, when you think about it, that just as I am about to depart this life, after having outlived all my generation, I should take such comfort from the mere presence of this uneducated, mannerless foreign youth. When I was a submarine captain back in 1918 we were once called to assist a torpedoed Austrian troop-ship off the coast of Albania. We arrived too late to do anything but retrieve a few dead bodies, and I remember how, when we dragged them aboard, we found that several of them had some pathetic everyday object—a pencil or a cigarette lighter perhaps—clutched in their lifeless hands, as if they had clung desperately to this last token of the world of mankind just as they were slipping out of it. But whatever the reasons, Kevin has been a great comfort to me in these exhausted post-illness weeks; likewise my friend and confidante sister elisabeth, who comes up to sit with me whenever her duties in the kitchen permit.


    It was Kevin Scully and Sister Elisabeth who twisted my arm last autumn to tape-record my reminiscences of my career as k.u.k. Linienschiffsleutnant Ottokar, Ritter von Prohaska, First World War U-Boat Ace and officially certified War-Hero of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. You may perhaps listen to these memoirs one day, if you are interested in that sort of thing and if anyone ever considers them worthy of editing and setting in order. But if you do ever hear these yarns you may wonder, like Kevin scully to whom I first told them, why it is that they commence in the spring of 1915, by which time I had been a career officer in the Habsburg navy for the best part of fifteen years and had already fought nine months of the world war which eventually brought about the collapse of my country. I had told Kevin that when the war broke out at the end of July 1914 I was in the Far East, at Tsingtao on the coast of northern China with the cruiser Kaiserin Elisabeth. But I avoided going into details, for if I had told him about my experiences there, and about my subsequent six months of adventures on the way back to Europe, it would have been necessary to tell him how I came to be there in the first place. And that, I am afraid, is a long and complicated story; also one which, at the time, I had a particularly strong personal reason for not wishing to tell. However, I say “had,” because the day before yesterday, late in the afternoon, just as it was beginning to get dark, a curious thing occurred which has, I think, set me at liberty to relate this tale—provided of course that whatever residual deity oversees the affairs of agnostic ex-Austrian, ex-Czech, ex-Polish stateless persons grants me the breath and the time necessary to tell it.


    I was sitting up in bed as Sister Elisabeth came to draw the curtains then went downstairs again to the kitchen. Kevin had brought me a couple of the last newspapers to arrive at the Plas on the sunday before the snow came. I was browsing through these as he sat in the armchair leafing through a colour supplement. I had just put aside that infinitely tiresome london-Polish journal the Dziennik Polski and had picked up a Friday edition of The Times. It was the usual thin post-christmas stuff; and anyway, if you ever get to my age world events will not interest you a great deal since you will have seen it all so many times already. I scanned a couple of pages in a cursory fashion—then felt my eye being dragged back up the page, like a jersey sleeve caught on a nail. It was in the obituaries column—not something I normally bother with, since all my contemporaries have been dead thirty years or more. It lay among the collection of minor entries down at the foot of the column, beneath those lucky enough to be given star billing: the obituaries written about those worthies who were too obscure to attract any notice while alive, but whose death is regarded as being of just sufficient importance to merit a few lines near the bottom. It read:


    
      PROFESSOR ALOIS FIBICH


      The death was announced on 23 December at Limburg, Nebraska, of Alois Fibich, Emeritus Professor of Econometrics at the University of Omaha from 1947 until 1963.


      Professor Fibich was born in Klagenfurt, Austria, in 1897 and served as a lieutenant in the Austro-Hungarian Navy during the First World War. Following the collapse of the Habsburg Empire in 1918 he studied economics in Budapest and emigrated to the United States in 1929, becoming a US citizen two years later and serving on President Roosevelt’s economic staff during the New Deal years. His paper “Towards a Multiple Regression Analysis of the Demand Deficit Curve” (1948) is now widely regarded as placing him among the founders of the science of econometrics.


      “Al” Fibich will be sadly missed by colleagues and by several generations of students, not only for his sterling contributions to modern economic science but also for his great personal charm and courtesy, which brought even to a windswept mid-western university campus a distant echo of that long-vanished world into which he was born. He is survived by a wife and three daughters.

    


    Kevin looked up from his magazine. Sensing that something had happened, he got up and came to my bedside, and saw my fingertip resting on the page. He seemed to know instinctively.


    “Someone you knew then, was it?”


    “Yes, Kevin . . .yes, I think that I must have done. Surely there cannot be many people with that name. I remember, but somehow . . .” Recollections were beginning to swirl and surge inside my head, like the incoming tide in that little cove down among the rocks below the Plas.


    “Funny coincidence that, like. Mate of yours, was he? Did you know him well then?”


    “No, no, not well at all. If this is the man I think it must be, then I can only have met him for five minutes at the most. It’s just that there was . . .”


    Kevin had walked over and was pulling the armchair up beside the bed. He paused.


    “Want to tell me about it, then? Bugger all else to do there is. They reckon on the weather forecast we’re in for some snow tonight, an’ if I go downstairs that ol’ cow Asumpta’ll only start chewin’ me bollocks off for missin’ the exposition of the blessed bloody sacrament.” He grinned. “ ’Ere, tell you what, I’ve got a little water-heater thing down in the car, and some real coffee in a tin, just nice like. I’ll nip down an’ get it, then we’ll have a brew-up here on the quiet while ol’ Felicja’s orderin’ ’em about downstairs gettin’ supper. Real rotten I call it, stoppin’ you drinkin’ coffee an’ all. How long do they reckon you’re . . . Sorry. I din’ mean . . .”


    I laughed. “You mean it doesn’t make much difference at my age? Quite right: the sisters are never happier than when they’re denying somebody something. It suits their instinct for ruling. They are determined that I shall be the healthiest corpse in the graveyard. No, go ahead and bring up your things and start making coffee. Then sit down and perhaps I shall be able to tell you about it.”


    “You sure, like? You aren’t any too well, they reckon.”


    “What does it matter? I am already dying from inactivity here. It helps pass the time. And anyway, perhaps telling you about it will clear a load from my chest before I pass on.”


    “Like goin’ to confession?”


    “Precisely, like going to confession. Except that I shall not expect Father Kevin to maintain secrecy. In fact, come to think of it, in case I drop dead half-way through, we had better have Sister Elisabeth’s tape recorder here with us this time.”
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    A SAILOR’S LIFE


    NOTHING HAS HAPPENED FOR PAST FIFTY YEARS. . .” The wicker armchair creaked as Linienschiffsleutnant Stefan Kaszała-Piotrowski stretched out his elegant silk-pyjamaed legs and yawned. “. . . And the thing to realise, my dear Prohaska, is that there is not the slightest reason to suppose that anything will happen in the next fifty.” It was there, I suppose, that these curious adventures of mine can be said to have begun, that drizzly sunday evening in the spring of the year 1912; there in that cramped little stern cabin on the lower deck of the Imperial and Royal battleship S.M.S. Erzherzog Albrecht, lying at anchor in Pola Harbour. It had been a miserable, damp day and I was in lower spirits than usual, so I was not a ready or grateful recipient for the beautifully modulated Weltschmerz which the lieutenant—a Pole from Cracow—had made into such a wardroom speciality these past few months.


    “Rubbish Kaszała: you’re spreading alarm and despondency again like the subversive Polish minor aristocrat that you are. Everyone says there’ll be a European war by 1915: us and Germany and Italy against England and France and Russia. And if we aren’t going to have a war, will you please explain to me why all the governments of Europe are spending money on armaments as if it were rainwater? Even our own tight-fisted rulers have coughed up the money for a fleet of modern battleships; vessels—if I may be permitted to observe—whose quarter-decks your own feet may one day grace as a senior officer. So what’s it all for if it’s not going to be used one day? The latest opinion in the Reichspost is that it will start in the summer of 1915 and last perhaps as long as two months; maybe even three.” He laughed, and took another puff at his cigarette.


    “Really Prohaska, at your age. Twenty-six last week and you already sound like a retired colonel in a Graz coffee-house—or one of your asinine editorials in the Reichspost, come to that. Subversive Polish aristocrat indeed: that sounds marvellous coming from a Czech, aristocratic or not. I doubt whether the entire Danubian Monarchy contains another nationality as thoroughly disloyal—not even the Italians, who are half the time not really serious about it in my opinion . . .”


    “What about the affair at the New Year’s party in the wardroom? You could have ended up being court-martialled, toasting the Emperor’s portrait as ‘a tedious old fart.’ if the GDO had understood Polish you’d have been in real trouble; and as it was all the rest of us had to perjure ourselves swearing that ‘stary pierdoła’ means ‘wise and venerated monarch.’ ”


    “I’d just had rather too much to drink, that’s all: a harmless escapade. But really, Prohaska, it just won’t do. For all your Kaisertreu speeches and your black-and-yellow underpants, you’re far too bright not to see the truth.”


    “What truth?”


    “The truth staring you in the face: that war’s a thing of the past as far as Europe is concerned. No, they can all strut about in Pickelhaubes and dragoon cuirasses as much as they please: the fact is that a century of education and public health and piped water and tramways have abolished the possibility of a general war. We might still go out and shoot a few black men in the jungles of Africa, but the fact is we’re now far too highly developed a civilisation for wars at home. They’ll all snarl at one another and threaten and hold military parades without end, but it’s all a great delusion. I read a book recently which proved conclusively that even if a war started by some accident, it would grind to a stop after a week.”


    “Why?”


    He smiled knowingly: the smile of someone party to a secret denied to the understanding of the vulgar herd.


    “Because, quite apart from anything else, the money would dry up. The modern world’s run by the Jews and the stock exchanges, and the economic life of the industrial nations is far too delicate a mechanism for war to be of any use to it. If you read anything more in the papers than your stupid editorials you’d have noticed that the German steel industry has recently formed a cartel with the French ironfields. So that rules out war between France and Germany straight away, whatever rubbish the Kaiser cares to spout. No, you can depend upon it: at the first sign of serious trouble the financiers would turn off the money supply to any country that disturbed the peace. And even if troops got into the field they’d never endure the hardships or face up to modern weapons. Battles went out when our beloved Emperor and Louis Napoleon were both sick at Solferino.”


    “But what about armaments? The Great Powers are arming as never before. Even the k.u.k. Armee is building a 30cm howitzer . . .”


    “Public works, pure public works: nothing but a way of redistributing tax revenues back into the economy. If they weren’t building battleships and guns and fortresses it would have to be mausoleums or pyramids or something—anything so long as it absorbed money. But the socialists would kick up a row if governments nowadays went around building palaces like Versailles, so it has to be spent on something that puts money in the factory worker’s pocket.”


    “I see. So if what you say is true, where precisely does that leave us?”


    “Us? I will tell you, Prohaska. It leaves us as two young—but no longer quite so young—decorative and absolutely pointless mannequins aboard a sort of floating reform school swinging at anchor somewhere off the tip of the Istrian Peninsula: futile officers of this, the most deliciously, gloriously useless fleet the world has ever seen—the Imperial, Royal and Cataleptic Navy of the imperishable, petrified, land-locked Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, a desiccated mummy so fragile that its very existence is proof of how peaceful a place Europe has become, that it can tolerate such a ludicrous fossil.” A note of seriousness began to tincture the elegant banter. “. . . Two young men, watching our glorious youth trickle away from us as we fritter away our days making boorish Croats and faithless Italians scrub their hammocks and polish brightwork and wash behind their ears; crashing away at gunnery drills as if we really expected to be doing it for real one day; bleeding grey with boredom and scraping together a few Kronen from our salaries each month so that we can pay a visit to Frau Mitzi’s Tea rooms and pick up a dose of something which we then have to pay the ship’s surgeon to cure for us.” He paused, staring at the rivet-studded deckhead above us, “God, such a waste. Such a terrible waste. Surely this can’t be the only life there is? Why didn’t I press on with the piano at the conservatoire instead of letting my aunt frog-march me into sitting the Seeaspirant’s exams?”


    “Come on, Kaszała old man, cheer up for goodness’ sake. It must be the weather. Anyway, you could always go back to music . . .”


    “No good I’m afraid: too old now.” He grinned, and drew upon his cigarette. “Anyway, you mustn’t take too much notice of me and my melancholia. You’re half Polish yourself and you understand what gloomy buggers we are—never happy unless we’re miserable, ‘the Martyr-nation’ and all that. Anyway, mustn’t go on jawing like this. I’m officer of the watch for the diana, so it’s time I turned in.”


    The four strokes of the ship’s bell sounded dimly above us, sad and infinitely distant in the fine, sound-muffling drizzle, like the cathedral bells of some long-drowned city. Kaszała-Piotrowski stubbed out his cigarette—despite his pretensions to refinement and his amber cigarette holder he had to smoke the awful throat-corroding Ägyptianers like the rest of us junior officers—then he took off his dressing-gown and hung it on a hook behind the cabin door, swung his long legs up into the top bunk (which he occupied by virtue of his year’s seniority over myself), wished me good-night and drew the curtains. He was soon snoring peacefully, happy to have spread a little dejection before retiring for the night.


    I was left sitting by the folding desk, alone with my thoughts under the brass-shaded light of the reading lamp. I looked about me at the steel cube which had been our home these past six months. In truth it was not a particularly inviting nook: a poor compromise between the requirement for living space of two young men and the cruel steel exigencies of a warship; a bed-sitting room that might one day be a compartment in a floating fortress, slippery with blood and filled with the smoke and din of battle. One complete side was made of mahogany panelling—solid enough to look at, but in fact a removable partition which could be taken out when clearing for action and thrown overboard to reduce the risk of fire. Piping, ventilator trunking and cable ducts snaked across the steel ceiling, not quite high enough for Kaszała-Piotrowski (who was very tall) to avoid banging his head unless he walked slightly stooped. A single porthole, now curtained against the weeping night, provided light in daytime and also some measure of ventilation—though never enough in an Adriatic summer, when the cabins on the sunward side of the ship could be used to bake bread by mid-afternoon. An air shaft for the after magazine’s cooling system obtruded into one corner of the cabin and reduced the already inadequate wardrobe space which had to hold our sizeable collection of clothing: gala, parade and service uniforms as well as field dress, overalls and tropical rig. Apart from that, our living arrangements consisted of two drawers, one apiece, beneath the lower bunk; a folding desk; a collapsible wash-stand which had a disconcerting habit of collapsing when in use; a couple of small lockers; a hard-backed chair; and a second-hand wicker armchair which we had clubbed together to purchase. All things considered, it was a pretty cheerless hole. The two of us had done our best with it, pinning up a few pages cut from the risqué Viennese journal Pschütt and other such periodicals; but it was still about as home-like as the average public lavatory.


    And it was noisy: surrounded on every side, day and night, with all the myriad sounds of that great echoing steel hulk, ten thousand tonnes of ship packed tight with machinery and armament and stores, and with seven hundred men trying as best they could to fit themselves into the spaces that remained. Even at rest in harbour, as on this particular evening, the ship was never still. Water gurgled in pipes, ventilator fans hummed, donkey engines throbbed to work the electric generators, voices and footsteps echoed in distant passageways and on steel ladders above and below us in the great labyrinth. Massive hawsers groaned softly to themselves in their fairleads as the ship swung gently at her buoy. Even now, before I had turned in, the Phantom Scrap Dealer was getting down to his night’s work: the man who seemed to be aboard all battleships, but whom one never met, who passed the hours of darkness by dragging a crate full of old rigging shackles, chain links and other such items into a compartment directly above one’s head, then setting to work to sort them into piles on the bare steel deck.


    You will perhaps have gathered from the foregoing that Linienschiffsleutnant Kaszała-Piotrowski’s elegant pessimism, though irritating, had not fallen upon entirely unreceptive soil. For the truth is that over the past few months my adolescent love affair with the seafaring life had begun to come under strain for the first time. Up until the autumn of 1911 I had enjoyed a remarkably promising career as a junior sea-officer in the small but now rapidly expanding fleet of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. Gazetted seefähnrich on leaving the Imperial and Royal Naval Academy in 1904, I had almost immediately been posted to the China Station and had become embroiled in the closing stages of the Russo-Japanese war; creditably enough, at any rate, for me to be promoted on my return to Fregattenleutnant, a year earlier than normal. I had spent six months in England in 1907–08, studying submarine construction with the Royal Navy and Messrs Vickers at Barrow-in-Furness. There had then followed a succession of subordinate postings until at last, late in the year 1910, I was given my first independent sea-going command, the torpedo-boat S.M.S. Haaifisch based at Teodo on the Gulf of Cattaro.


    Those had been glorious months for me aboard that little vessel, even though she was really nothing more than an enlarged, Herring-gutted canoe made out of tinplate and powered by a single, grossly oversized triple-expansion steam engine. Day after day, night after night, we would steam at a hissing, vibrating twenty-five knots along the treacherous rock-studded channels between the Dalmatian islands, slicing through the waves with the sensation of speed made all the greater by our closeness to the water. I read somewhere a few years ago that naval historians now consider the torpedo-boat to have been the precursor of the submarine. And as one of their few surviving captains I can certainly confirm that, at speed in a head-sea, a torpedo-boat always seemed to spend more of its time underwater than above it. Sometimes we were never dry for weeks at a time. But for all the cramped discomfort aboard we were a happy crew, those twenty men and I: packed too close on top of one another for the exercise of Old Austrian discipline and having too many hardships and dangers in common for there to be any great distinction between ward-room and fo’c’sle. Then in the summer of 1911 my happiness was made complete: S.M.S. Haaifisch (Lschlt Otto Prohaska) was selected to be leader of a torpedo-boat division for two weeks during the summer naval manoeuvres in the Quarnero Gulf.


    Nothing lasts forever though, either good or bad, and there were numerous other newly gazetted Linienschiffsleutnants below me, hungry for sea experience and their first command. All too soon I had to walk down the gangplank bound for Pola and the next stage in my education as a naval officer, which Fate and the Marine section of the k.u.k. War Ministry had decided would be as a gunnery officer aboard a real ship-of-the-line.


    The battleship S.M.S. Erzherzog Albrecht, 10,350 tonnes, launched at Trieste in 1906, was the result of a characteristically Austrian solution to the Imperial and Royal Navy’s perennial problem of meagre annual budgets. Throughout most of its century or so of life, the k.u.k. Kriegsmarine had been crippled by official indifference and lack of money. Some said that it was all to do with our aged Emperor, who had nursed an intense mistrust of salt water ever since he had been dreadfully seasick on his first (and only) sea voyage—to Port Said in 1872 for the Suez Canal opening celebrations. Certainly it was true that, alone among European monarchs, Franz Joseph possessed no naval rank or uniform and used to say that quite frankly he felt queasy at the sight of a paper boat floating in a wash-tub. But perhaps it was rather that of all the European Great Powers in those days, Old Austria was the most mentally land-locked: ignorant and mistrustful of the world beyond Europe, with neither the means nor the will to stir its arthritic limbs in acquiring itself colonies. The result was that Vienna could never quite make up its mind whether it required a navy or not. As for Budapest, forget about it: if Austria had but a tepid interest in the sea and the lands beyond it, the Hungarian half of the Dual Monarchy had none at all. It was difficult enough year after year to get the Magyars to pay their share towards the upkeep of the k.u.k. Armee, so there was no hope whatever of getting them to cough up for a proper navy as well.


    Relations between Vienna and Budapest had been more than usually strained when the 1903 defence budget came up for debate in the Imperial Reichsrat. The k.u.k. War Ministry had not quite managed to squeeze enough money out of the Magyar delegation to build two battleships to the standards current in the rest of the world’s major navies. So a typically Austrian half-solution was arrived at, whereby, instead of two decent vessels, three almost-battleships were built instead, too weak to fight their foreign contemporaries and not quite fast enough to run away from them. Then, when the ships were laid down on the slipways and already too far advanced to be started again, insult was added to injury: the Royal Hungarian budgetary slot-machine unexpectedly disgorged the money for a fourth ship of the class. She was finally christened the Erzherzog Albrecht after the doyen of the House of Austria, the regulation-obsessed martinet who had beaten the Italians at Custozza in 1866—and (it was said) accidentally burnt his own daughter to death when he caught her smoking and she had tried to hide the offending cigarette beneath her crinolines. His portrait used to glare down at us disapprovingly as we dined in the wardroom, the thick Habsburg lower lip curling in disapproval and the hooded eyes narrowed behind the half-moon spectacles as he searched for a carelessly fastened button or a collar set a half-centimetre too high or too low.


    The Albrecht and her sisters were certainly smart enough ships to look at, and quite adequate for summer flag-showing cruises around the Mediterranean ports if for no other purpose. But appearance is no sure sign of what the Royal Navy used to call “a happy ship,” and I must say that my own six months aboard the Albrecht had been decidedly miserable ones. My position in the ship’s staff was that of Gunnery officer for the starboard intermediate battery: a broadside-firing group of six 19cm guns arranged amidships in two turrets at upper-deck level and four casemates set in the ship’s side on the battery deck. My post in action was the starboard midships conning tower, a small, heavily armoured cupola, rather like one of your street letterboxes, set in the side of the ship above the intermediate battery. I would crouch inside this with a telephone clamped to my head and a rangetaker NCO beside me, peering out through the narrow vision slits and trying to direct the fire of the six guns. The arrangement was that I gave the rangetaker a target and he gave me the range. I then added the bearing and telephoned this down to the captains of the six guns, each of which had a crew of five men around it, with a further twelve or so below handling ammunition up from the magazines. This meant that I would be in a highly responsible position if we ever got into action, with nearly a hundred men under my command and perhaps a fifth of the ship’s total firepower dependent on my judgement and eyesight to guide it to its target. In practice, though, I soon found that my position as Gunnery Officer, Starboard Intermediate Battery, was rather like that of a constitutional monarch vis-à-vis his ministers: required to sign things and endorse decisions already taken, but still liable to be called upon to lay his head on the block when things go wrong. For the truth is that our range-taking and fire-control systems were still indifferent by British or German standards—admittedly better than in the good old days twenty years before, when each turret captain aimed the guns himself and blazed away as he thought fit (usually missing the target with at least nine shells out of every ten as a result), but not much better. Likewise the long-service gunnery NCOs on whom a battleship’s fighting efficiency largely depends had been moving around with unsettling frequency of late, now that the Habsburg battle fleet was starting to grow after decades of neglect. Artillery NCOs—even senior gunnery ratings—were in great demand now, and the result aboard the Albrecht in the last months of 1911 had been an apparently endless game of musical chairs among the turret captains of my battery as petty officers left to be replaced by promoted ratings—who were soon promoted again and left just as they were getting to know their job. In the circumstances it is scarcely surprising that our results during a series of practice shoots in the winter of 1911–12 had been the worst of a very poor lot. In fact on one nightmarish afternoon in early March, south of Fort Peneda, my battery’s fire-control system had broken down completely and we had ended up showering our shells around pretty well at random until the Captain, incoherent with rage, had ordered us to stop. The result had been a week’s board-arrest for myself and a month or so of merciless ragging for my men, who were dubbed “the Peacemakers” and who got involved in a series of bar-room brawls in Pola town after being offered lessons at fairground shooting galleries.


    It was a sorry state of affairs, to be sure. But I was young and inexperienced and had not yet come to understand that chaos and flux and constant low-level incompetence are the natural conditions of organised mankind; that for every happy ship, whether afloat or ashore, there are a dozen unhappy and perhaps three dozen indifferent ones. I felt flat and stale, and began to wonder for the first time whether seafaring life—at least as embodied in big-ship routine in the peacetime fleet of a venerable and almost land-locked empire—was quite what I had envisaged all those years ago as a sea-struck small boy in a small town in northern Moravia, reading Treasure Island in German translation and building rafts of cabbage barrels to try and drown myself in farm ponds. As Kaszała-Piotrowski had been kind enough to point out, I had passed my twenty-sixth birthday the week before. The irresponsibility of adolescence, of being a snotty-nosed midshipman with farthings in my grubby pocket and the whole wide world before me, had slipped away and been lost. I still had farthings in my pocket (a Linienschiffsleutnant’s monthly salary barely covered boot polish once the wardroom bills had been paid), but little now of the careless joie de vivre of youth. The world seemed to have narrowed lately to a dismal tunnel walled in by duty and routine and the service regulations, a tunnel with no light at the end of it save for the faint, infinitely distant glimmer of a Korvettenkapitän’s cuff-rings some time about 1919.


    Promotion in the k.u.k. armed forces was always achingly slow. We had no colonies, of course, and therefore no colonial wars, with their gratifying tendency to loosen up the seniority list a little through yellow fever or a few native spears in the back. And, then as now, people in Central Europe had a marked tendency to live until they turned to stone. With an eighty-two-year-old emperor in the Hofburg, how could it be otherwise? Seventy was the official retiring age for naval officers above the rank of commodore, but quite a number lingered on until they were in their eighties, by special permission of the Emperor. As for marriage, forget about it: I had no private means, so that nice girl and the small villa in the Borgo San Policarpo would have to wait until the mid-1920s at least.


    No, it was scarcely an enticing prospect that seemed to stretch before me that drizzling spring evening in Pola harbour. And not having the skills of a clairvoyant, I had no way of knowing that in the end it would all turn out to be infinitely worse (though admittedly more interesting) than anything I could possibly have imagined that night. I undressed and prepared to turn in for the night. My cabin-mate was snoring steadily, while the nocturnal chainsmith was already about his work chink-clunk- CLANK-tinkle somewhere a deck above us. Five bells sounded as I prepared to turn out the light and get into my bunk. But as I did so, something jolted my thoughts. It was a white dove perched on the bare arm of one of the thinly veined Pschütt lovelies stuck up on the bulkhead. I opened my tiny desk drawer as quietly as I could and drew out a bundle of papers. Ah yes, here it was: k.u.k. War Ministry (Marine Section) circular GRM 15/7/203(b) of 27 March 1912. I read it again, considered awhile, then placed it in my letter case for safe keeping. Perhaps it would be best to sleep on it until tomorrow, I thought. But why not? After all, they could only say no.


    The bugles blew Auspurren at 5 a.m. sharp. Our shared servant, a surly Croat reservist called Bajželj, knocked and entered with my morning tea and a can of hot water for shaving (Kaszała-Piotrowski was taking the morning watch, the diana, and had risen and left at 4 a.m.). Bajželj was in appropriate Monday-morning form.


    “Obediently report that it still rain, Herr Schiffsleutnant, and Matrose Quirini he come back last night all-over blood from bottle-fight in café. He with Oberschiffsarzt now—need ten stitches, maybe twelve perhaps.”


    I groaned inwardly, dismissed Bajželj, got up and drank my tea. Then I consulted the duty roster. We were on harbour watches now, so it would be normal working hours for me until Tuesday, when I was on for the middle watch. I poured the hot water into the treacherous wash-basin, stropped my razor and shaved in the dim light, then dressed and set off to perform my duties as officer commanding the starboard watch of the Foretop Division.


    I think that scarcely anyone alive nowadays can begin to conceive of the precision with which life was organised aboard one of those pre-1914 battleships—seaborne symbols of the state’s prestige at the end of a century of unparalleled peace and progress, floating microcosms of the ordered and stable society which (in theory at any rate) was supposed to prevail ashore in those now barely imaginable days of the gold standard and constitutional monarchy and newtonian physics. Aboard the Erzherzog Albrecht, seven hundred men lived their daily lives to a timetable regulated to the last second, precise and closely packed as a swiss pocket watch. The buglers would blow “Tagwäche und zum Gebet” at 5:00: fifteen minutes to turn out and dress, then fifteen minutes to lash up and stow the hammocks and tidy below decks. Then breakfast for the ratings: a half-kilogram of bread and a litre of syrupy, viciously strong black coffee. Breakfast finished, Schiffsreinigung commenced at 6 a.m. precisely: water streaming across the decks from hosepipes and cascading from the scuppers as four hundred bleary-eyed, barefoot sailors, trousers rolled up and boots hung about their waists, scrubbed and holystoned the decks and swabbed down paintwork and polished brass. By 7:30 the ship would be immaculate, wet and reeking of carbolic soap and metal polish. Then it was the men’s turn, jostling one another to wash and shave by divisions in the ship’s echoing, overcrowded fo’c’sle washrooms as the petty officers bellowed at them to hurry up and get on deck. Then 8 a.m.: eight bells, and the solemn start to the day, the red-white-red ensign of Imperial Austria hoisted at the stern as the ship’s band played the “Gott Erhalte” and a platoon of sailors presented arms. That ceremony concluded, the boats were hoisted out, the post was distributed on the battery deck, awnings were spread (if the weather required it) and everyone not on watch set about his daily work.


    There would be no awnings required this morning: it was drizzling steadily and the decks still gleamed with water hours after scrubbing had finished. My half-division went below for weapon-cleaning—scouring up cutlasses and boarding-pikes for all the world as if we still expected to grapple an enemy battleship and send boarding parties scrambling over the railings. At 9:00 I went on my morning rounds. The men were blank-faced: mostly Croats and Italians from the Dalmatian coast and islands, with a higher proportion of conscripts than usual. A good few of my men were first-year recruits, and therefore resentful of naval discipline, while a lot of the remainder were in their final year and therefore in that state which I think you used to call “demob-happy”: not disposed to take the constraints of shipboard life too seriously when freedom was only a few short months away.


    Matrose Quirini, the broken-bottle enthusiast, was one of the latter class. Once I had finished my rounds I went down to visit him in the ship’s lock-up, accompanied by a petty officer clerk so that we could take a written statement. We found him sitting with his head swathed in bandages, woefully hungover and with an aggrieved air about him. It appeared that he had gone for a corporal of the Fortress Artillery after an argument over football and had got the worst of it; also that the corporal’s fellow-drinkers and a number of civilian witnesses were willing to swear on oath that he had drawn his bayonet before making the assault. I took his statement, got him to sign it, assured him of a month’s board-arrest with daily punishment-rowing thrown in, then left to take Divisional Officer’s Report at 10 a.m. It was the usual sad chronicle of petty crime and folly, longer than usual on a Monday as all the derelictions of the weekend were reported to me. I finished only at 10:45, giving Steurmatrose Wenzliček a week’s board-arrest for having removed the wire stiffener from inside the top of his cap in order to cut a more dashing figure with the girls over in town.


    Next came clothes-washing, for this was Monday morning. I always hated supervising the washing of clothing and personal effects, overseeing the brutal process by which eighty or ninety young men knelt on the wet deck-planks and cleaned their second-best whites and underclothing by scrubbing them to destruction with hard bristle brushes. Soon the scuppers on the fo’c’sle deck by “A” turret were bubbling with an evil-looking sepia-coloured liquor unpleasantly reminiscent of the morning’s breakfast coffee. Their hearts were not in it, though, this chill, damp morning, and I had to keep sending men back to do it again when they held up items of clothing for my inspection. About half-past eleven the Gesamt Detail Offizier, Fregattenkapitän the Freiherr Moravetz-Pellegrini von Treuenschwert, came on his rounds and gave me a mild dressing-down because my men were so slow about their washing. He was followed by a messenger boy who handed me a note saying that in answer to my request, the captain would be pleased to see me in his day-cabin after dinner, at 1:15 p.m. SHARP. So I saw the men to their dinner at 12:00. It was Monday, and everyone knew what was on the menu: the universally despised rice with peas—“risi-bisi”—of which the only good thing that could be said was that it was not quite as awful as the sour lentils which our economy-minded Proviantmeister offered the crew on Fridays. But a groan still went up from the crowded mess tables slung beneath the deck heads as the Backgasten carried up the steaming tins from the galley. Then the bugles blew to summon the officers to dinner. I finished eating as quickly as I could and went to see that my half-division were settled down for their hour’s after-dinner rest. It was wet today, so they would not be able to spend the time in their preferred manner: some dozing on the warm deck-planks beneath the Mediterranean sun with their caps tipped forward over their faces while others sat around in groups playing lotto or wrote letters to their girls back in Linz and Czernowitz.


    For my own part, I had some writing to do as well when I got back to my cabin, penning a formal request on one of those peculiar sheets of paper known as “Kanzlei-Doppel” on which all the myriad transactions of that paper-bound empire of ours were supposed to take place. I signed it, pressed it on to the blotter, then folded it carefully and placed it in the inside pocket of my jacket. I glanced at my watch: 1:11 already. I gave my hair and moustache a last nervous comb, straightened my bow-tie and set my cap square on my head. Then I made my way with palpitating heart to my interview with the Old Man.


    In the many years since its downfall I have often heard the opinion expressed that the Austro-Hungarian empire was nothing but a mechanism to enable a German master-race to lord it over a host of subject peoples whom it treated as little better than serfs—a sort of European south Africa in fact. This is utter nonsense of course: the old Dual Monarchy had many faults but (in its Austrian half at least) discrimination on grounds of birth or language was not one of them. However, it has to be admitted that within the Habsburg officer corps there was certainly massive over-representation of one nationality: the Croats. And of all the house of Austria’s thousands of Croat land- and sea-officers, it would have been hard to obtain a finer specimen than our commanding officer aboard the Erzherzog Albrecht, Linienschiffskapitän Blasius Lovranić, Edler von Lovranica. Old Lovranić—a burly, red-faced man in his mid-fifties with protuberant eyes, en-brosse hair and a black moustache like the horns of an African buffalo—was a representative of that now long-forgotten tribe the “Alte Grenzer”: the poor but ferociously proud Croat petty nobility settled by the Habsburgs as military colonists along the wild Turkish frontier back in the seventeenth century. Even goats were hard put to it to browse a living from the stony hillsides of the lika district, so for generations past Lovranić and men like him had earned their bread as officers in the Austrian Army and fleet, rarely rising above the rank of major, since their courage and loyalty was usually equalled only by their dimwittedness. Our captain was a fierce disciplinarian and a minute stickler for naval regulations, perhaps an even greater terror to his subaltern officers than to the lower deck (who at least saw less of him). But it has also to be said that he was a fine seaman, scrupulously honest within his narrow mental limits and outstandingly brave. For one of the few things he and I had in common in the year 1912 was that we were both among the tiny handful of serving Austro-Hungarian officers who had ever heard a shot fired in anger.


    For old Lovranić it had been in July 1900 in Peking, when he had been GDO of the cruiser Temesvár lying at Tangku and had been given the job of leading a detachment of sailors to guard the Austrian Legation in the Chinese capital, where trouble was reported to be brewing. On arrival he had fallen his men in at the railway station and set off towards the Legation compound. Something was already afoot though: hostile crowds jostled them along the way and soon shots were heard within the city walls. Then as they passed through the city gates and reached the Mongol Market they suddenly found themselves facing a howling mob of a thousand or so Boxer fanatics, armed to the eyebrows and screaming for the blood of the long-nose devils. There was no line of retreat. Most men would have closed their eyes at this point and prayed that it would all be over quickly. But not Lovranić. Perhaps too unimaginative to grasp the appalling odds, he drew his sword, ordered his men to fix bayonets, then charged towards the British compound on the other side of the square. Forty-one men set out; a mere three arrived at their destination: Lovranić and two ratings, one of whom died soon afterwards from his injuries. A swathe of dead Boxers lay behind them. Lovranić, who had taken eighteen sword- and spear-wounds, survived to be awarded the gold Signum Laudis and was promoted two ranks by Imperial decree when he returned to Austria. His other souvenirs of the Boxer Rising were a livid sword-scar across his forehead, half an ear missing, and an unshakeable opinion that he had a unique understanding of what war (“D’you hear that young man, WAR!”) was all about.


    As he rose from his desk to receive my salute I thought what a pity it was that nature, which had given him the heart of a bull, should also have endowed him with a bull’s intellectual equipment. He returned the salute brusquely, then picked up my petition from the desk as if holding up the corpse of a rat by one of its legs. He regarded it for some time with one half-closed eye before he spoke.


    “Hmmph! Train as an aeroplane pilot! What the devil do you mean by this, Prohaska? Never read such a lot of damned eyewash in my entire life. Is this some kind of joke? Because I warn you . . .”


    I swallowed nervously: the scar was beginning to grow livid, always a reliable barometer for approaching tempests.


    “I most obediently report that if the Herr Kommandant would care to look at the attached War Ministry circular, all would be explained.”


    “Yes I have read it, thank you very much, Prohaska, and I still want to know what’s the meaning of this. Life in the battle fleet not to your liking, eh?”


    I tried to restrain my desperate urge to flee and seek refuge in the sick-bay, pleading temporary mental disturbance. “I obediently report that not in the least, Herr Kommandant. It’s just that aviation has begun to interest me lately, and since the War Ministry is keen to encourage officers to qualify as pilots I thought—”


    He cut me off short, but, to my surprise, more with a tone of hurt bewilderment than of bellowing anger. I sensed in fact that instead of browbeating me into submission he was trying in his clumsy way to reason me round. “Aeroplanes, Prohaska—complete and utter nonsense. Whoever heard the like of such drivel? Look here, I’m no opponent of progress: I grew up in the sailing navy—in ships without even auxiliary engines when I was your age—yet I still command one of the Monarchy’s most up-to-date warships. Oh no, I can assure you, the old Man may seem a chump to you young fellows, but there isn’t much that he doesn’t know about steam and torpedoes and breech-loading artillery . . .” (he tapped the side of his head knowingly) “. . . In fact, between ourselves, I can tell you that even electricity holds few mysteries for old Blasius Lovranić!” (I was suddenly reminded at this point of an incident a few weeks before when a fire had started down in the stoker’s flats after the captain had ordered the elektromeister to rewire a fusebox with 2mm copper wire “instead of that miserable tinsel stuff you imbeciles insist on using.”) “But aeroplanes, Prohaska—for God’s sake man, where’s the sense in it? None whatever. If a fellow really wants to break his neck then as far as I can see he might as well take up tightrope-walking for all the good it’ll do the Emperor and the Fatherland.”


    “But Herr Kommandant . . .” He ignored me, seemingly anxious to talk me around to his way of thinking, rather than bawling me out of his office and giving me two weeks’ arrest for being an insubordinate young whelp.


    “I grant you, aircraft may have some limited utility for reconnaissance purposes—though quite frankly I fail to see how they can be of much use to the Navy since they can only venture a few miles out from land and are at the mercy of the lightest breeze. Likewise I have it on the authority of the ship’s surgeon that the speed and altitude will make the blood accumulate in the airmen’s brains and cause hallucinations. But as for their alleged applications in attacking ships—” (he snorted furiously) “—I ask you: a moth might as well hope to damage a blacksmith’s anvil by butting it with his head!” he reached out and banged the white-painted steel bulkhead with his fist, causing it to ring dully. “For heaven’s sake man: a wretched thing made out of bamboo and sailcloth, so flimsy that it’s almost transparent, trying to threaten ten thousand tonnes of chrome steel with a six-centimetre armoured deck—they’re all mad, I tell you.” He paused awhile, mentally exhausted by this unaccustomed recourse to argument instead of a loud voice and naval regulations. It looked hopeless: request refused, and yet another black mark against me, this time as a crazed visionary as well as an incompetent gunnery officer. Then he turned back to me.


    “Well Prohaska. I don’t mind saying it, but you are one of our more promising young officers and I don’t want to lose you.” I nearly fainted with surprise at this, having believed myself to be on the edge of a court martial after the practice-shoot fiasco. “You’ve coped very well these past six months in a difficult command, and I’d rather you stayed with us. In my opinion the k.u.k. Kriegsmarine doesn’t have so many lieutenants of your calibre that it can afford to squander their lives trying to make bird-men out of them. But there—I shall not stand in your way if you wish to kill yourself. My only stipulation is that you will first serve out your posting here aboard the Albrecht.” He bent over his desk to sign the request—then paused with his pen in mid-air.


    “No—not just now. Come back in an hour after you’ve thought it over. They tell me that it’s a long way to fall; and that you only fall once.”


    By the time I came off duty at six bells my heart was considerably lighter than when I had awoken that morning. I descended the gangway to the officers’ launch with the official request—now countersigned by the captain as promised—in my jacket pocket. As the boat puttered past the long line of moored ships towards the Molo Bellona in front of the Marineoberkommando building on the riva I looked again at the War Ministry circular:


    
      GRM 15/7/203(b) (Marine) 27/III/12


      APPLICATIONS TO TRAIN AS NAVAL AEROPLANE PILOTS


      In accordance with k.u.k. Ministerial resolution of 13/XI/11, concerning the increasing relevance of flying machines to the conduct of modern warfare and the consequent need for the Dual Monarchy to build up a nucleus of trained fliers, the k.u.k. Minister for War has decided to increase the annual budget allocation for such training above the levels envisaged in the 1910/11 military estimates. In consequence of this, a further round of applications is invited from suitably qualified land- and sea-officers to be considered for possible places as trainee aeroplane pilots.


      It is envisaged that training will commence in the early summer of 1912 and will be imparted, in the first instance, at civilian flying schools pending the establishment of an Imperial and Royal military flying academy.

    


    Then came the paragraph that was troubling me:


    
      Applicants should be aware that in view of the high failure rate on flying courses during the year 1911, and the limited availability of funding for the present year, trainee pilots will henceforth be required to pay for tuition themselves, receiving only board and lodging allowances while undergoing instruction. The cost of the tuition (currently estimated at 800 Kronen) will later be fully refunded by the k.u.k. Ministry of Finances, BUT ONLY UPON SUCCESSFUL COMPLETION OF THE COURSE AND ATTAINMENT OF A VALID PILOT’S LICENCE.

    


    A fellow-Linienschiffsleutnant had been sitting next to me on the bench perusing the circular. He was a cheerful, open-faced fellow called Felsenberger from near salzburg. Sensing my concern, he laughed and pointed at the paragraph with the stem of his pipe.


    “Know what that means, don’t you Prohaska old man—they’ve had to scrape so many of the poor deluded sods off the Aspern flying field that the War Ministry’s getting fed up with paying for the funerals.”


    “Is that really so then, Felsenberger?”


    “Fact. My brother’s there with the Army and he says that the last one was so flattened they simply rolled him up like a Persian rug.”


    The launch bumped up against the limestone quayside and I stepped ashore. My first port of call was the post office building on the corner of the Arsenalstrasse. I was loath to do it, and a telegram to Vienna would blow a gaping hole in my parlous mid-month finances. But my Aunt Aleksia had always said . . . So I sent the telegram. I did not expect a reply until next day, but I met a lady acquaintance in the main hall and stopped to pass a few pleasant minutes of light flirtation with her. Just as I was about to kiss her hand and bid her goodbye a clerk called to me from the telegraph booth:


    “Herr schiffsleutnant Prohaska? Telegram for you from Vienna.”


    I rushed across and tore open the envelope. It read simply, “of course.”


    I concluded my business in the Marineoberkommando about 5:00, submitted my request in triplicate, gave the necessary financial guarantees, spoke with the necessary officials, then departed. It stands out vividly in my mind even now, three-quarters of a century later, because as I walked down the steps of the building and on to the riva Francisco Giuseppe I saw a crowd gathered around a newspaper kiosk on the edge of the harbour. The evening edition of the Polaer Tagblatt had just come out. Wondering what was up, I crossed the road and tried to get to the stand to buy a copy. No luck: they were already sold out. But glancing across a reader’s shoulder I saw the headline. It read, LINER TITANIC SINKS—GREAT LOSS OF LIFE. The twentieth century was not far off now.

  


  
    


    3

    CLIMBING IN CIRCLES


    ELECTRICAL CONTACTS?”

    “All contacts open. Everything ready?”

    “Ready for take-off, Herr Leutnant.”


    “Start the engine then.”


    There was a pause, then a shudder as the mechanic swung down on the propeller blade with the whole weight of his body. The engine coughed and backfired as the propeller turned once or twice then jerked to a stop. The mechanic took another swing at it, and this time, after a moment’s hesitation, the engine spluttered into life. Smoke spat from the exhaust pipe and was followed by a metre-long jet of flame, blue and green as a peacock’s tail feather in the early-morning half-darkness. The flame shrank back to a steady pulsing red-and-gold glow as the four cylinders of the hieronymus-Warchlachowski engine settled into their rhythm. I let it idle to warm itself up and turned to the four mechanics waiting behind me.


    “Right, lift her round then.”


    Two of them lifted the tail while the other two seized the wingtips to turn the aeroplane’s nose into the faint breeze which was stirring the wind-vane on the other side of that still dim expanse of Bohemian cow-pasture. There was light enough now to see the end of the field—and also the copse of young larch trees beyond, its even, saw-edged skyline broken here and there by the gaps which marked errors of judgement on the part of earlier pupils at k.k. Fliegerschule Arány und seligmann. I looked out across the port wing to where two men stood. One was dressed in the fur-collared blue-grey winter jacket and crimson breeches of a dragoon regiment; the other was a bowler-hatted civilian with gold-framed spectacles, wearing an inverness cape. These were the proprietors of the school, an unlikely enough pair on the face of it. Major Gyula Arány, Graf von Aránya, was a wealthy young officer in one of the smartest k.u.k. Cavalry regiments. His partner was Herr lucian seligmann, a Jewish financier and industrialist from Brünn. They had been drawn into this venture of theirs by a common interest in aviation, Arány as a flier—he held one of Austria-Hungary’s earliest pilot’s licences, dating from 1910—and Seligmann as a patriotic man of business, struggling in the face of massive official indifference and hostility to set up an Austrian aircraft industry. The flying school was the outcome of their shared passion, Herr Seligmann providing the funds and Arány the necessary contacts and social cachet.


    Well, no point in delaying it any further, I thought, for my seafarer’s instinct told me that there would be no stronger wind that day. So with an apprehensive eye and a trembling heart I looked towards the line of trees in the distance, like a rider surveying a high fence from the back of an unreliable horse. Arány shouted to me above the noise of the engine.


    “Good luck, Prohaska. May you break your neck and your legs!”


    His companion was less disposed to such bonhomie. “Yes, Herr Leutnant!” he called. “Bend me another wingtip like the last one and I’ll personally break your neck and your legs for you—before going on to do every other bone in your body!” it was barely light, but I could sense that he meant it.


    I turned to the mechanics holding up the tail. “Very well then, let’s go.”


    I pushed the throttle forward, and the engine roared with all its surging eighty horse-power. The aeroplane began to lurch forward across the uneven grass, its tail and wingtips steadied by the ground crew. It gathered speed, rocking and jolting as its four bicycle wheels bounced over ruts and molehills. Twenty metres, and the mechanics let go of the tail. Thirty metres, and the wings were beginning to flex and tremble. Fifty metres—I stared desperately at the copse ahead, trying to judge the right moment to pull back the control column: too soon and I would stall and crash; too late and I would hit the tree-tops and crash. Sixty, seventy . . . Now! I lugged at the column with all my strength, heart pounding and mouth dry with fear. I felt the motion smooth suddenly as the wheels left the ground, saw the trees rushing towards me—yes, we had made it, though only just, since I distinctly heard the dry rattle as the undercarriage brushed the topmost twigs. I felt the sweat of fear chill suddenly in the rushing air as I turned the steering wheel on top of the control column to bank away over the larch wood. I was safely airborne: the difficult part was over.


    It was about 7 a.m. one grey morning in the middle of November 1912 as I climbed laboriously away from that primitive flying field, just outside the southern Bohemian town of Iglau. It was nearly seven months now since I had applied to train as a naval pilot, but it had taken me this long to get as far as my final examination, what with the delays as papers were passed from desk to desk in Pola and Vienna, and then the difficulties of getting released from my posting aboard the Erzherzog Albrecht, then the wait for a place to fall vacant on a flying course. It was not until mid-september that I had made my first flight at steinfeld flying school, just outside Vienna. I had flown solo after a week, and gained my civilian pilot’s licence after two weeks—a speed, I might add, which was not a result of any exceptional skill on my part but rather of the extreme sketchiness of the instruction that could be offered in those far-off days when flying was learnt largely by doing it, like riding a potentially lethal bicycle, and bare survival was convincing enough proof of aptitude. And now I had come here to Iglau to take my military Flugzeugführer’s examination. The k.u.k. Armee had not got around to establishing its long-promised flying academy, so army and naval pilot-training was still being contracted out to the civilian flying schools that were springing up everywhere across the Dual Monarchy, some of them quite reputable, others run by charlatans who might be receiving a secret subvention from the Guild of undertakers to judge by the amount of business they put their way.


    The previous day I had successfully completed Part 4 of my examinations, which required me to take the aeroplane ten times in succession up to a thousand metres—a process which involved climbing in a shallow spiral for about half an hour each time—and then cutting the engine to glide down and land between two telegraph poles spaced about twenty metres apart on a field. All had gone well until the last landing, when a sudden side-wind had caught me just as I was about to touch down and had caused me to clip one of the poles with a wingtip. The mechanics had been obliged to stay up half the night busying themselves with glue and wire and sailmaker’s needles. Herr Seligmann had not been one bit pleased. He had given me a black look over the top of his spectacles, sighed, and noted down the sum carefully in his leather-bound notebook. It was going to cost me 250 Kronen, I was told—the best part of a month’s salary. And I was already 850 Kronen in debt to my Aunt Aleksia for the course itself. The Imperial and Royal Ministry of Finances—the Ärar—would certainly refund the cost of my course once I had passed, and perhaps also the damage money. I knew though, both from experience and from hearsay, that it might well take years to get around to it.


    But that could look after itself, I thought, now that I was already several minutes into the fifth and final part of my examinations, the map-reading exercise. This involved a cross-country flight over a course of a hundred kilometres from Iglau north-westwards to the Bubentsch flying field just outside Prague, carrying a sixty-kilogram sack of sand in the seat behind me to represent a passenger. On arrival at Prague I would hand the aeroplane over to another examinee, who would fly it back to Iglau while I returned by rail.


    The aeroplane was a curious contraption called an etrich Taube, or pigeon; a monoplane designed by an Austrian called igo etrich and notable for the fact that it had wings and a tail quite deliberately shaped like those of a dove, on the grounds (which I must say struck me even at the time as being logically questionable) that, if a bird flew looking like that, then so would an aeroplane. When I remember it now I tremble to think that I should have been foolhardy enough to take to the air in such a flimsy machine, a confection of such pathetic, damsel-fly fragility that when the Germans used one to drop bombs on Paris in 1914, the people on the ground thought that a gas-main had exploded because their assailant was almost transparent against the sunny sky. I sat waist-deep in a sort of wicker hip-bath and steered with a wheel, mounted upright on the control column, which banked the aeroplane not by means of a pair of ailerons but by twisting the whole of each wing via an elaborate system of wires and pulleys which ran to a pylon in front of me. As for instruments, I had a fuel gauge and an oil-pressure indicator and a crude sort of altimeter. But I quickly learnt that a pilot’s best friends were his trailing scarf and a musical ear. The scarf was an excellent direction indicator: when we were going up it trailed down, when we were going down it trailed up and in between times leeway could be estimated by whether it trailed port or starboard. As for air speed, the most reliable means of judging it (I found) was the singing note produced by the wind rushing through the numerous bracing wires. Years later, when I was in the home at iddesleigh road, I would often sit out in the garden on summer days and watch the jumbo jets thundering overhead from heathrow, several hundred tonnes of aircraft and three hundred passengers blasted into the sky at forty degrees by engines, a single one of which would produce as much power as a thousand etrich Taubes lashed together. And I used sometimes to smile and think, God speed you on your way my children and enjoy your package holiday. And spare a thought for the decrepit old fool down here with the funny accent, because if you can breakfast in slough and eat your lunch in Tenerife you owe it in some small measure to people like me. For even if I cannot claim in all honesty to have been one of the pioneer aviators, I was still in the first rank of those who came along behind them.


    The first hour of the cross-country flight passed uneventfully enough, cruising along at an altitude of six hundred metres and an average speed of fifty knots. It was one of those dreary Central European days in late autumn when high pressure stills the air and a thick, even blanket of grey cloud hangs over the landscape with such mournful, monotonous density that every trace of colour seems to have drained from earth and sky. But at least there was little wind—an important consideration when piloting an aeroplane that was really not much more than a powered glider. On I droned towards Prague, about an hour and a half from Iglau by my reckoning. As instructed, I was following the road: a white pin-scratch wandering through the matchstick-like field strips and dark-grey forests of the Tabor Plateau. I had already flown over Vlasim, a sudden knot of roads and houses below me. I would soon be at Beneschau, where I would pick up the main railway line and fly along that until I saw the spires of Prague in the distance. Arány had said that if I timed it right I should be able to follow the 6:30 Vienna-Prague express. I checked the fuel gauge. No trouble there: tank still half-full. Oil pressure was normal, but I thought that I detected the engine firing a little less evenly than before. Dirt in the carburettor, perhaps. But no matter: my watch told me that I was running ahead of time, so if the worst came to the worst I could always land in some field and clear the trouble—as I had done on several occasions already—then take off again and still reach Bubentsch within the time limit.


    I looked up from the instrument panel. About two kilometres ahead the sky and landscape were blotted out by a haze of drifting white smoke. Perhaps the local peasants were burning stubble after the harvest, or perhaps a wood was ablaze somewhere (it had been a very dry autumn that year). At any rate, the smoke-bank was too high for me to climb over now, and too long for me to fly around. There was nothing for it but to take a bearing with my pocket compass and head straight into it, hoping that it would not be too wide. So into the sour, bonfire-reeking grey murk I flew, bearing north-west by north. I coughed from the smoke and pulled down my goggles to stop the smarting of my eyes. I suppose that I was in the smoke-cloud only a minute or so, and the bearing still read true. But when I emerged into the clear air beyond, it dawned upon me that the terrain below now bore no very evident relationship to that on the map clipped to its board balanced on my knee. I had lost the road. But that was soon the lesser of my troubles. As if it too objected to the smell of burning vegetation, the engine was now spluttering quite alarmingly, and I was patently beginning to lose altitude as the revs fell. A forced landing would soon be necessary. I looked ahead—and my heart sank even faster than the aeroplane. Before me loomed a great expanse of dark green pine forest: tall, mature trees and seemingly without clearings among them. This was extremely unwelcome, for unless I could keep the Taube airborne long enough to clear the forest and land in the pasture and stubble fields on the far side of it, there was going to be a crash, with Linienschiffsleutnant Ottokar Prohaska quite possibly ending a promising career impaled on the top of a Bohemian fir tree. At the very least 3,000 Kronen worth of aeroplane would be written off and I would be required to pay for it. Vistas of iron-bound poverty seemed to stretch before me, reaching into the early 1950s at least. “Come on, come on, you can do it,” I muttered under my breath to the aeroplane, like a rider encouraging an exhausted horse to make a last jump. The engine coughed and stopped altogether, then burst into life again after a few turns of the propeller. We were over the forest now, close enough to make out the individual tree-tops below. The serrated line of its far edge was about a kilometre away, I thought. If only we could stay up . . . I bit my lip to blood and squeezed the breath in my lungs, as if this would somehow keep up the failing engine. As if in response to my frantic urging, it choked and backfired several times— then stopped completely. There was only the keening of the wind in the wires now as I drifted towards the menacing blue-green spikes reaching up at us like a cat’s claws towards a bird.


    But if the aeroplanes of 1912 were little better than powered gliders, this did at least have the advantage that when the engine failed—which was very often the case—they could still skim along for quite some distance on their own. I was thankful now for the tedious climb-and-glide-down examination of the previous day, as I struggled there with the control column, trying to prevent the Taube from stalling and urging it desperately towards the level fields in the distance. I thought that we were going to hit the tree-tops at one point. But some faint, freak updraught of air gave the Taube a tiny amount of extra lift—barely discernible, but just enough to offer some prospect of clearing the forest’s edge. It was a couple of hundred metres now—yes, we were going to make it! As we glided over the forest fringe, almost brushing the topmost twigs, I saw a sudden explosion of birds below, scores of pheasants rising ahead of me squawking with terror. Then as I skimmed over the very edge of the treeline the air was suddenly filled with noise and whistling as the ground below broke out in a rash of bangs and flashes and puffs of white smoke. A metre-square section of wing near me disintegrated into a shower of splinters and shreds of fabric, then the rudder bar went limp beneath my feet as something hit the tail. The Taube suddenly lurched to port, mortally wounded and out of control.


    I have often noticed during my life the curious phenomenon that, as disaster approaches, time seems to go into slow motion, so that one has all the leisure in the world to study the badge on the radiator of the bus which is about to run one over. And it was just so that morning. It could not have been more than five seconds or so in clock-time, but I was able to take in every tiny detail of the looming catastrophe: the wide stubble field, and straight ahead of me the rectangular enclosure of straw bales around two long trestle tables spread with white cloths and with silver and glassware and bottles all neatly set out. I saw the green-coated attendants unpacking things from wicker hampers. And I noted with curiosity how they paused from their work to turn round and stare at my approach—then leapt over the bales and scattered in all directions like hares in a cornfield. I made one last despairing attempt to try and miss the enclosure, which seemed to be drawing me towards it like some fateful magnet. But the rudder was done for, the control wires shot through. All that I could do now was duck my head down and shut my eyes tight. With an appalling noise of splintering wood and rending linen, the aeroplane made contact with the yellow soil of the Tabor Plateau. The undercarriage collapsed beneath us and the Taube proceeded to skid across the field on its belly.


    I have little recollection of what happened next, only of a tremendous impact and a mighty crash of crockery and glass and cutlery and exploding champagne bottles as we hit the enclosure. Then stillness, and silence, and a swirling ochre fog of dust. Gradually it dawned upon me that I was still alive: bruised and cut and winded, but still alive. Gingerly, I worked my fingers and toes, then each arm and leg in turn. No broken bones so far as I could make out. But I was trapped in the wreckage by the sandbag, which had slid forward, and by the intricate cat’s cradle of control wires, which had collapsed on top of me. This was not good: the aeroplanes of 1912 might have been deliberately designed as firelighters; and, not a month before, one of my fellow-pupils at steinfeld had been cremated alive, trapped in the debris of a Taube after a heavy landing. The smell of burning flesh seemed to sting in my nostrils once more as I struggled to free myself. I could see little for the dust. Also the talc lens of one side of my goggles had shattered, and my flying helmet had slipped down over the other eye. So I could make out only dimly the shape of the figure clambering over the wreckage towards me.


    “Quick!” I yelled. “For God’s sake help me out—the plane might catch fire at any moment!” But to my astonishment, instead of trying to drag me free, my rescuer fell upon me with a bellow of rage, seized the lapels of my flying tunic and proceeded to shake me until my head nearly came off.


    “Scum! Filth! Canaille!” he roared. “You miserable horse-turd! You lousy rotten vermin-infested blackguard! What do you mean by this outrage, you hooligan? By God, I swear that I’ll get you ten years for this, and sue you for every last Haller in damages!”


    I must say that I rather lost my own temper at this ruffianly assault on a helpless survivor of an air-crash. I had one arm free, so I lashed out at my assailant—and caught him a nice satisfying thump in his ample midriff. With a loud “ooof!” he staggered backwards, waving his arms—then sat down ignominiously in the dust some way off. I felt that I should give him a piece of my own mind now.


    “Hooligan yourself! What do you mean by shooting down passing aircraft, you fat imbecile, then attacking the survivors like a common street bully? Damages—I should think so too! I’ll have to pay for this aeroplane, and I swear that I’ll have the money out of you with costs even if I have to drag you through every court in Austria to do it!”


    I had managed to push up my goggles now, and the dust had settled enough to give me a clear view of my assailant, who had got to his feet and was brushing himself down, puce-faced with rage and gobbling incoherently like an infuriated turkey-cock.


    In those far-off days before television, when cinema newsreels were a novelty and even magazine photographs still uncommon, we ordinary folk were far less familiar with the features of the great than people are today. We had only a few stiff, heavily retouched official portrait-photographs to go on, with perhaps an occasional glimpse from afar during a procession if we were lucky and lived in the big cities. Also it was very much the custom there in Central Europe that our rulers should hardly ever appear in public without being dressed in military uniform of some kind. So there was a few moments’ hesitation before recognition dawned upon me. There could be no doubt about it though: he wore a green Homburg hat and was dressed in a long jacket of loden cloth with corduroy knee-breeches and Tyrolean stockings and ankle boots, but there could be no mistaking that jowly face and the wild-boar moustache and the curious dead, blank eyes which stared coldly down at us from a hundred official portraits. Even so it took some time, sitting there in that Bohemian field amid the ruins of the Taube, for the full ghastly skin-crawling realisation to dawn upon me: that the man whose shooting picnic I had just devastated and whom I had then assaulted and abused was none other than Franz Ferdinand von Habsburg-Lothringen, Archduke of Österreich-Este, Heir-Apparent to the Imperial Throne of Austria and the Apostolic Crown of St Stephen of Hungary. I swallowed hard and closed my eyes as a chill sweat broke out down my back, hoping desperately that the aeroplane would catch fire after all.


    The Heir-Apparent had by now recovered his breath sufficiently to let me know what he thought of me. “Punch me would you, eh, you lout? Not content with smashing up my luncheon without so much as a by-your-leave? Well my fine sir, I can promise you a hot time of it and no mistake. This may be the age of democracy, but punching a level-crossing keeper and assaulting an archduke are still not quite the same thing . . .” He paused. The sleeve of my flying tunic had torn open and the three gold-braid cuff-rings of my naval jacket were visible beneath. A smile spread across the archducal features: a curiously unpleasant and (I later learnt) rarely observed grimace in which the upper front teeth were slowly bared as the moustache-points closed upon the nose like the pincers of a stag-beetle. “Aha, so you are a naval officer, are you? Or should I say, were a naval officer? Because if I don’t use my position as an admiral to get you locked up for life in Pola naval prison then my name’s not Habsburg!”


    You may perhaps have concluded that, in the circumstances outlined above, there was no possible particle of horror that could have been added to the predicament in which I found myself. But you would be mistaken, for a second figure had walked up to join the Heir-Apparent as he berated me. And if there had been some momentary hesitation in recognising the Archduke, there could not be a single instant’s doubt as to who this was who stood before me. The spiked moustache and the deformed left arm were instantly recognisable, likewise the rather ludicrous quasi-military hunting get-up with the feathered hat and the ornate dagger at the belt and the cross of the order of st hubert hung below the high Prussian collar. It was Wilhelm II of Hohenzollern, Emperor of Germany.


    I squeezed my eyes tight shut. I am sure that you also have experienced it: the sensation of being in some hideous nightmare, knowing perfectly well that it is only a nightmare, yet being unable to find the lever which will allow you to drop out of it and wake up. Well, it was just like that. Yet I was curiously composed and resolute now. I would count up to ten and then open my eyes. If they had gone away (of which I was fairly confident), then it was only a dream. If they were still there, then I was resolved that I would struggle free of the wreckage, seize the Heir-Apparent’s shotgun (which lay nearby), place it beneath my chin and blow my own head off. Eight, nine, ten . . . I opened my eyes, half expecting to find now that I had crash-landed in st Peter’s square, killing the Pope and the American President. But no; they were still there. I gazed, dismayed, as the Kaiser stared at me in disbelief, turning red in the face. Then to my utter astonishment he flung back his head and let out a bellow of laughter the like of which I have rarely heard before or since. He roared, he howled, he sobbed with laughter. He doubled up with merriment. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he laughed to a point where his attendants had to thump him on the back to prevent him from choking. At length he recovered himself sufficiently to fling his arm about the shoulder of the Heir-Apparent, who had stood by during this display of hilarity looking very confused and unsure of himself.


    “Du lieber Gott! ” he gasped. “Oh Franzi, it was priceless . . . Merciful heavens, I don’t think I’ve laughed so much in years . . . to see you sit down on your fat arse like that in the dust . . . Oh dear . . . Oh my goodness . . . What a sight!”


    By now others had come to join the Kaiser and the Archduke. First to arrive was a slim, tall, middle-aged woman dressed in a tweed suit with a fox-fur stole and a wide, heavily veiled hat. She was accompanied by a girl of about twelve and two younger boys, both wearing smart brass-buttoned sailor outfits with cap-ribbons lettered S.M.S. SANKT GEORG. They stared at me. Then the woman spoke.


    “Really, you men—just standing there gawping. Haven’t you the sense to help the poor man? Honestly . . .” She turned to the two boys. “Maxi, ernst, help the poor Herr Leutnant get out, quickly now. And you, soferl, run and get the first-aid box, then tell the Head Keeper to send for the motor car!”


    Maxi and Ernst needed no second bidding: they scrambled across the ruins of the Taube and set to work disentangling me from the confusion of wires. A couple of beaters came to help them, and before long I was lying on the stubble field as the Heir-Apparent’s wife and daughter expertly slit open the leg of my breeches to apply bandages and iodine to a long but fortunately shallow graze on my shin. Half an hour later I was reclining on the middle bench-seat of a large yellow Mercedes touring car as we lurched along a rural cart-track. The Duchess of Hohenberg and her daughter fussed over me while the Kaiser and the Heir-Apparent sat in front misdirecting the harassed chauffeur. As for the two boys, they fairly devoured me with questions. Was it very cold up in the air? How fast did an aeroplane fly? Did I get dizzy? Had I ever flown upside-down? What were clouds like inside? Would I promise to take them up for a flight one day, please oh please Herr Leutnant . . . Their excited cross-examination only ceased as the motor car drove across a bridge and through an echoing gate-arch. We had reached the Heir-Apparent’s country residence, the castle of Konopischt.


    At dinner that evening, by his own special request, I was seated next to the German Kaiser. I scarcely managed to get down a forkful, however, amid the barrage of questions he fired at me throughout the meal in that famous peremptory, no-nonsense bark of his, questions (I soon divined) which were designed not so much to elicit information as to impress me and all within earshot with his masterly and up-to-the-minute grasp of aeronautical science, the development of aircraft and their potential civil and military (especially military) applications. It was difficult to give intelligent answers; partly because he would keep answering the questions himself, and partly because it appeared that at the moment he had a number of grasshoppers inside his Pickelhaube concerning the relative merits of airships and winged aircraft; also a number of frankly bizarre notions on the subject of aerodynamics.


    “Of course, Prohaska, any imbecile can see that heavier-than-air machines will never be able to grow much bigger than the Taube in which you flew here so inauspiciously today. It’s all to do with the density of the atmosphere. There comes a point, d’you see, at which the air is no longer thick enough to support an airfoil.”


    I knew that Royalty must never be contradicted, but I felt I had to point out that according to all the aviation magazines, Professor sikorsky in Russia had already built and flown a giant four-engined biplane which could carry twenty passengers or several tonnes of cargo. The All-highest merely ignored this, however, and pressed ahead with his discourse, explaining that the universally recognised inability of the air to support large aeroplanes—and also the well-known scientific fact that aeroplanes would never be able to fly faster than two hundred kilometres per hour without their wings snapping off—was the reason for Imperial Germany’s massive investment in Zeppelin airships.


    All in all it was a very trying few hours, particularly since my numerous bruises and abrasions from the crash were now beginning to stiffen and ache. Worse than the injuries though, once I had got over my initial relief at having emerged from the accident alive and largely intact, was the awful realisation that I had written off not only the Taube but also a large amount of the Heir-Apparent’s silverware, glass, crockery, provisions, wine and table linen. How on earth was I ever going to pay for it all? At my request an aide had telephoned to Iglau with news of the crash. He reported that Herr Seligmann had thrown an epic fit at the other end of the line and promised (i) to emasculate me publicly in front of Iglau Town Hall and then (ii) to sue me for my very last farthing and the shirt on my back by way of reparation. I longed to get to bed and seek some escape at least from my troubles in the arms of sleep. But even when dinner was ended there was still no respite, for I was obliged, once the ladies had left, to join the Kaiser and the Heir-Apparent and their respective entourages (for the most part painfully aristocratic cavalry officers) in the smoking room for a display of that awful, elephantine North German bonhomie. The Kaiser was still full of the day’s unusual events and his part in them. Already I could sense that the story of my forced landing in the stubble field was being furbished up for eventual inclusion in a coy little volume entitled Merry Anecdotes About Our Beloved Kaiser or some such sycophantic hogwash, which a generation of German schoolchildren would be forced to read and which would be bought (and left unread) by all monarchy-loving German households. The Kaiser was enjoying himself hugely; but the Heir-Apparent, for his part, was still eyeing me with cold dislike, no doubt remembering the buffet in the stomach and wondering at what point he could decently take me aside and talk seriously about compensation for his devastated shooting picnic. For the moment though, so long as the Kaiser had attached himself to me, I knew that I was safe.


    “My dear Prohaska,” he boomed, throwing his sound arm around my shoulder, “tell me now, how do you feel after your little accident?”


    “Your Imperial Majesty, I have the honour to report that . . .”


    “Come on man, don’t look so down in the mouth. Have some more champagne. You look like a dog that’s just had a good thrashing. What’s the trouble?”


    “Well, your Imperial Majesty, I have to confess that I am rather troubled over paying for the loss of the aeroplane and the damage to his Imperial Highness’s property. I have no private means, you see, only my naval lieutenant’s salary . . .”


    He roared with laughter. “Just a little joke, Prohaska—knew about it all along. Only teasing. Don’t worry yourself on that score: all that’s being taken care of. I shall personally pay for everything.”


    “Your Imperial Majesty is too kind . . . I . . .”


    He laughed. “My Germany is a wealthy country. In fact, count hohenstein was on the telephone not an hour ago speaking with your lousy Jewish flying school proprietor. He has been assured that by tomorrow at the latest he will have received in compensation not one but two— mark you, two—brand-new Taube aeroplanes, courtesy of the rumpler Aircraft Company and the German Imperial Household. That should shut his nasty israelite mouth for him. There is just one condition though.”


    I swallowed hard: the Kaiser was notorious for making people perform humiliating forfeits in return for favours granted. “Might I obediently enquire what that is, your Imperial Majesty?”


    “Well, since the remains of the crashed aeroplane are now, technically speaking, your property, I want you to let me have the propeller and sign it for me so that I can hang it up among my other trophies in the lodge at rominten. I want all the future generations of Germans to be reminded of the day Kaiser Wilhelm ii bagged his largest pigeon!”


    Although exhausted, I slept badly that night, what with my bruises and sprains and all the excitements of the day. But at least it was a crushing weight off my mind to know that the German Kaiser—who after all claimed to have fired the fatal shots—would pay for the damage. After breakfast the next morning the Heir-Apparent, clearly not wishing to be outshone in magnanimity by his guest, took me on a guided tour of Schloss Konopischt, with the Kaiser tagging along behind to contribute his two-pennyworth at every possible juncture. I rapidly came to the conclusion that the Kaiser was a compulsive attention-seeker, determined to be the bride at every wedding and the corpse at every funeral. He struck me that morning as someone who might have made a tolerable actor, but who was—to say the least of it—a rather disturbing character to find in charge of the greatest military and industrial power in Europe.


    But then, I have to say that his host was pretty peculiar as well. As we trooped through the rooms of the castle Franz Ferdinand held forth to us on what he had paid for the contents of each. And in truth, it was all more like an ill-managed department store than the principal family residence of the heir-apparent to an empire: every salon and every chamber crammed from floor to ceiling with a suffocating, indigestion-provoking, cloying profusion of antiques and bric-à-brac —vases, paintings, statuary, Turkish rugs, Arabic silverware and Chinese porcelain; objets d’art, objets trouvés and plain objets; the Ottoman Room, the Tyrolean Room, the Italian Room; genuinely priceless art treasures (mostly looted from his Este estates in Italy) mingled promiscuously with junk that would have been remaindered at any flea-market in Vienna’s 16th District. And everywhere, stuffed animals: mementoes of the hecatombs of wild creatures slaughtered by this tireless huntsman. The Archduke, it soon became clear, could recite the price of each item from memory, but had not the remotest conception of the intrinsic worth or worthlessness of any of them. There was something bizarre, gross, almost psychotic in this relentless accumulation of things for the mere sake of accumulation. Most peculiar of all, I remember, was the saint George Room, crammed with hundreds of representations of the warrior saint on everything from stained-glass windows to ashtrays. Saddest of all was the stuffed corpse of a duckbill platypus—about the size of a smallish cat—which the Heir-Apparent boasted of having despatched with a single shot one morning on a creek north of Sydney during his 1892 world tour.


    We reached the third floor, and here the Heir-Apparent stopped to open the door of a lavatory leading off a stone corridor. I assumed that he wished to leave us for a couple of minutes, but to my surprise he beckoned us inside and closed the door behind us.


    “Finest view in the whole castle, from this window,” he said. “There —magnificent, isn’t it? The largest rose-garden in Europe, and all my own work. I had to demolish a village to get this vista, and I’ve even had five hundred wicker muzzles made so that the damned tenants’ cows can’t browse the bushes. No ploughing within three kilometres of the schloss, that’s my rule. And if the villagers don’t like it they can sell up and go to America. Had some impertinent bugger of a Czech deputy asking questions about it last week in the Reichsrat. Hah! Soon dealt with him: ‘Watch your step, my man,’ I said. ‘i shall be Emperor before long, and I certainly don’t intend taking any lip from your sort.’ ”


    It was a tight fit for the three of us in the lavatory, which like most such offices had been designed for only one occupant at a time. The Kaiser and I had to edge around one another and the Archduke to admire the view. Suddenly the Kaiser spoke.


    “Franzi, I’ve been thinking.”


    “Oh?”


    “About the young Herr Schiffsleutnant here. You were saying only a few days ago that you need an assistant naval ADC on your staff to deal with marine aviation. Well, who could be a better candidate than Prohaska here?”


    I could scarcely believe my ears. The Heir-Apparent was clearly reluctant though.


    “Oh . . . Er . . . Yes . . . Well, I suppose I did say something of the kind. But . . . Well, frankly I had been thinking of someone rather more senior and . . . Er . . . Of a more appropriate background.”


    “Yes Franzi, but you aren’t going to find any naval officer much more senior than this with a pilot’s licence. And anyway, I was speaking with your wife and she’s rather pleased that Prohaska here is a Czech by birth, like herself.”


    “Well . . . Yes . . . but . . .”


    “Franzi, you owe me a favour or two. Be a generous host and grant me this.”


    “Oh well . . . Hang it all . . . All right then.”


    And thus it was that only twenty-four hours after taking off from that Bohemian cow-pasture, I, k.u.k. Linienschiffsleutnant Ottokar Prohaska, son of a Czech postal official and with barely two Kreuzers to rub together in my pocket, landed in the entourage of the heir to, if no longer the most powerful, then still the grandest and most venerable monarchy in Europe.
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