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  PREFACE


  It is perhaps unusual for a book of this nature to have quite so many dedicatees, but Sean Greenwood, Colin Seymour-Ure, Graham Thomas, Derek Crabtree, and Peter Hennessy, have
  together exercised a profound influence over my endeavours to make sense of Britain in time of peace and war. Without their teaching, support, and advice across nearly four decades it is hard to
  imagine that I would have had the confidence to tackle such a challenging subject as Mountbatten of Burma. The fact that I did is largely thanks to Frank Cogliano (Its a dirty job,
  but someones gotta do it ...) and Miles Taylor (Were going to put on a Mountbatten conference, and no doubt youll want to give a paper ...). As always,
  Im especially grateful to Jane McDermid for her usual wry take on events and her good-humoured encouragement. In addition to Professors Greenwood, Seymour-Ure, and Hennessy, a number of
  modern British historians contributed to this project in a whole variety of different ways, including Ian Beckett, David Edgerton, Dil Porter, Andrew Lambert, Eric Grove, Richard Holt, David
  Kynaston, Miles Taylor, Alex Danchev, Huw Richards, Matthew Kelly, and Martin Polley. My thanks to all of them, and my apologies to any expert in the field whom I might have overlooked. This
  project has expanded and contracted since I first embarked upon writing about Mountbatten, and Im grateful to Ian Talbot for helping me clarify in my own mind the final shape of the
  book.


  Among my colleagues at Southampton, as well as Jane, Matt Kelly, and Ian, Im especially grateful to Anne Curry, Tony Kushner, and John Oldfield for their advice, and to Sarah Pearce and
  Mark Cornwall for ensuring that my study leave in the first half of the academic year 20078 was followed by a light timetable in the second half  only thanks to their intervention was
  I able to complete the book by the following autumn. Mike Hammond and Ray Monk (and in Kent, Simon Fox) were the perfect running companions, providing competition, good humour, and an abundance of
  ideas  both around Southampton Common and through the five boroughs of New York. As an experienced and highly esteemed biographer, Rays sound advice with regard to getting the
  book into print is especially valued. In this respect I am yet again indebted to Peter Hennessy.


  Gill Coleridge demonstrated why she is the doyenne of non-fiction agents; and at I.B.Tauris both Liz Friend-Smith and Lester Crook for a second time ensured their authors sincere
  appreciation of all their efforts. The eagle-eyed, ultra-efficient Pat FitzGerald effortlessly converted my manuscript into a book  I stand in awe. My thanks must also go to Jayne Ansell for
  overseeing the final stages of publication.


  Chris Woolgar, head of special collections in the Hartley Library at the University of Southampton, his deputy Karen Robson, and their impressively proficient assistants, were all heroic in
  their efforts to ensure easy and speedy access to the Mountbatten and Campbell-Johnson papers. Quite simply, without the help of Professor Woolgar and his team this book would not have been
  written, and I thank them profusely. Archivists and librarians at a variety of institutions, most notably the National Archives and the Imperial War Museum, have all been extremely helpful; but a
  special mention must be made of library staff in Southampton, and most especially, Lymington  Hampshire Libraries, along with its civic counterpart, provides an astonishingly speedy (and
  cheap) service in retrieving long-forgotten titles from across the county. Support your local library, and cut down on your inter-library loans!


  I had the delight of discussing mid-century British cinema with the late Lord Brabourne, and equally memorable were my conversations with his widow, the Countess Mountbatten. The latter gave me
  every encouragement, and the present Lord Brabourne has displayed an interest in the progress of the book. Naturally I am grateful to the family for their original decision that so many of the
  voluminous papers and photographs originally archived at Broadlands should find a new home at the University of Southampton. I must of course thank the Trustees of the Broadlands Archives for
  permission to use those quotations and photographs which are taken from the archival material held in the Hartley Library. Similarly, Crown copyright material is reproduced with the permission of
  the Controller of HMSO and the Queens Printer for Scotland.


  I have had the pleasure of talking about Mountbatten in a variety of venues. My thanks to the conference/seminar organisers for providing me with the opportunity to test out ideas; and also the
  secretaries of local history societies, Historical Association branches, and various other non-academic organisations who have invited me to speak. These invitations have been invaluable as in the
  audience there are always one or two people who knew or met Mountbatten; encountering veterans of the Kelly has been a particular thrill, and a great privilege.


  My students at Southampton have lived with Mountbatten for the past few years, and I hope to goodness they feel this project has improved and informed my teaching. I have endeavoured not to bore
  colleagues and undergraduates, but my greatest fear has been relentlessly imposing Dickie on friends and relatives. Hopefully, Ive shown due restraint, and I thank all of them for their
  patience, indulgence, and expressions of interest. Above all, I must express my heart-felt gratitude to Mary and Adam. Both of them have, as so often in the past, been incredibly supportive, and
  always full of really good suggestions  there may well be more Mountbatten to come, Mary, but only after a decent pause. I promise.


  Adrian Smith


  Lymington, Hampshire


  November 2008/September 2009


  




  PART ONE


  DICKIE MOUNTBATTEN, CONSUL, COURTIER, CHARMER, AND CHANCER


  




  1


  INTRODUCTION


  The imperious Mountbatten: at home in the empire


  This is a story that begins and ends with an empire tested by war. When His Serene Highness Prince Louis of Battenberg was born at Frogmore House on 25 June 1900 the army of his
  great-grandmother, the Queen Emperor, was far from home and struggling to maintain imperial authority. Nevertheless, however costly the final outcome, and inauspicious the long-term prospect, Boer
  power in South Africa was finally contained. Forty-three years later, when Acting Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten arrived in the Far East as the Allies Supreme Commander South East Asia, a
  restoration of the imperial status quo appeared a remote prospect: Japanese forces had usurped Britains colonial authority in every corner of southern Asia, besieging India and threatening
  the very survival of the Raj. Remarkably, Mountbatten and his outstanding field commander, Bill Slim, transformed a punch-drunk empires demoralized and defeatist army into a fighting force
  capable of facing up to and defeating a formidable enemy. The 14th Army that fought its way to Rangoon was in every respect Slims creation, but tempering Mountbattens exaggerated
  claims for its success need not entail a total dismissal of his role in restoring Britains credibility as a military power east of Suez. Yet, for all the heroics of the Forgotten
  Army, after the Second World War the challenge was simply too great: the ferocity of nationalist sentiment in the Indian sub-continent and beyond signalled the eclipse of European
  hegemony.


  In some cases, such as the Dutch East Indies, the end came soon. In others, for example, Malaya, several years would pass before the flag was finally brought down. Either way, the writing was on
  the wall.1 No wonder the Americans mockingly christened SEAC Save Englands Asian Colonies. Mountbattens direct contribution to
  the withdrawal from empire  from tension with France and Holland once the war in the Far East was over, through to Indian independence and partition two years later  lies beyond the
  focus of this book. The present volume concludes with Churchill increasingly fearful that imperial decline was the inevitable price of grand alliance.


  Nevertheless, this is a tale told against the backdrop of a liberal-imperialism which, even with the departure from Delhi, still envisaged slimmed-down survival. This was after all an era when a
  bankrupt yet victorious Britain could briefly enjoy the moral high ground. That smeared window of opportunity  for a British Commonwealth that in reality could never be  lasted
  from Ernie Bevins first musings on the global altruism of a social democratic Third Force to Anthony Edens last hurrah on the banks of the Suez Canal. These were the
  years when the Colonial Offices never very convincing optimism collapsed in the face of ground nut fiascos and ferociously-fought emergencies.


  The Second World War clearly accelerated this janus-like surrender of power  bloody and painful in the field, yet generating remarkably few tensions back home. Nevertheless, despite more
  prescient commentators early mutterings of disquiet, the British Empire still appeared the major global force throughout the first half of Mountbattens life. This was most
  obvious in the 1920s, at a time when imperial over stretch was no more than a dark cloud on a very distant horizon. The Anglicised Lord Louis had spent his adolescent years on active
  service, protecting the imperial heartland from the Teutonic threat across the North Sea. In his early twenties he accompanied the Prince of Wales on flag-flying tours of cousin Davids
  far-flung future domains. Resuming his naval career, Mountbattens late twenties were focused upon technical proficiency in communications, and postings to that most visible symbol of
  extended power, the Mediterranean Fleet. Edwina Ashley, his glamorous and wealthy wife, had been acquired courtesy of a courtship that climaxed, most appropriately, with a proposal of marriage in
  the Viceregal Lodge. In the course of the following decade the tyro destroyer commander swapped deck for desk, lobbying for the restoration of the Fleet Air Arm and calculating the full impact of
  Axis air power on an overstretched surface fleet. His flotilla scattered or sunk, in May 1941 Mountbatten lost his own ship as a shredded imperial army surrendered Crete in a maelstrom of heroism
  and hysteria. Combined Operations would at last see the Empire strike back, but such an ambition could only be achieved at the cost of Canadas finest. A much-criticised chief of staff always
  defended Dieppe as a costly but necessary first step towards D-Day, that almighty but all too brief final display of British military might. By then operational planning of an equally impressive
  feat of arms  the recovery of Burma  was well advanced, with the supreme commander ultimately swapping the security of Ceylon for the more salubrious comforts of a liberated
  Singapore.


  From the autumn of 1943 Mountbatten found himself a pro-consul, charged with hurling the barbarians back and reclaiming the distant territories of a great yet fading empire. A trusted general
  rebuilt the legions and recaptured the eagles, but final victory relied upon the military might of a new and increasingly assertive ally  an emergent imperial power still stubbornly refusing
  to accept itself as such. Despite his relative youth (a handsome face belied encroaching middle age), Mountbattens three years as a war lord marked the culmination of a lengthy
  apprenticeship. Admittedly his ascension to supreme commander was astonishing given that as recently as the spring of 1941 he was still a relatively junior captain  command of a destroyer
  flotilla scarcely reflected his modest placing in the Navy List. And yet, he had been in uniform for almost the whole of his life. For all his faults, and there were many, Mountbattens
  glamorous lifestyle was rarely at the expense of his career. The obvious exception is globetrotting with the Prince of Wales, but he clearly drew a line in the sand at the conclusion of the second
  tour. His return home marked the re-awakening of a scarcely dormant ambition that in the ensuing years became ever more single-minded  Dickie Mountbatten was a driven man, and, while it may
  seem clichd to suggest that matching his fathers achievement and becoming First Sea Lord was the prime motivation, every facet of his career suggests that here was someone with one
  simple objective. This book examines every aspect of that career, taking particular note of the fact that Mountbatten fought not just one but two world wars. For the first time the legacy of his
  experience in the Great War is fully explored, returning to inform the final part, when the book climaxes with Operation Jubilee, the second most contentious event in a career dogged
  by controversy: two chapters consider in detail the raid on Dieppe mounted by Combined Operations on 19 August 1942. Given the scale of Canadas losses, perhaps no other event since
  Confederation has placed as great a strain on relations between Britain and her most vital imperial ally.
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  Figure 1.1: HRH going native in Japan with Lord Louis and Fruity Metcalfe, April 1922


  
    The last viceroy was, of course, far more than, in David Cannadines memorable phrase, the imperial undertaker who never wore black  someone who rose to fame on the
    back of empire, and yet with unusual prescience sensed which way the winds of change were blowing.2 As flotilla captain, frontline commander, grand
    strategist, naval reformer, Whitehall moderniser, and Windsor eminence grise, for nigh on six decades he operated at the very heart of power. Almost as long as the tally of jobs he did
    take on is the list of posts Mountbatten claimed to have turned down: Minister of Defence in both Labour and Conservative governments, as well as several governor-generalships, including post-UDI
    Rhodesia. Here was someone adamant that he could do a better job running the country than Attlee.3

  


  Its ironic that both Clem and Harold Wilson saw Lord Louis as a safe pair of hands, as adept at handling Ian Smith as Mahatma Gandhi.4 As has
  been said, controversy dogged Mountbatten throughout his career; assassination at the hands of the IRA in August 1979 only momentarily silenced his critics. That Irish republicans should murder
  someone so synonymous with colonial concession is of course a cruel irony, especially when their victim saw reunification as the only eventual solution.5 Mountbattens pragmatic (for imperial apologists, wholly cynical) view of empire reflected a calculated ability to soak up and even embrace the forces of modernity: to
  adjust and to adapt to change, while never, however briefly, renouncing the physical security, psychological reassurance, and material comfort of tradition and privilege.6 Here was an aristocrat in an ostensibly meritocratic era, who, by dint of personality and professional training, found himself still wielding an extraordinary degree of
  influence. Yet in many respects Admiral of the Fleet the Earl Mountbatten of Burma was an Orlanist, protected from the harshest consequences of social revolution.7 After the war he was quick to acknowledge a new spirit of egalitarianism, albeit heavily qualified. However, in reality he was too elevated and then too old to experience any
  significant shifts in the tectonic plates of British society, most obviously the demise of deference.8


  The Ubiquitous Mountbatten: At Home in Hampshire


  Tropical kit neatly pressed, peaked cap at trademark rakish angle, sleeves rolled ready for action, the Supreme Commander South East Asia stares meaningfully across Grosvenor
  Square. Given that Mountbatten made so little use of public transport throughout his 79 years its ironic that his statue stands on the former site of the Southampton bus station. On many
  maps of the city the square is not even marked, despite the tastefully disguised multi-storey car park and the gentrified corporate buildings. The setting contrasts markedly with Lord
  Louis very public presence in Whitehall. Here Franta Belskys severe statue stands on Horse Guards Parade, suitably adjacent to the Foreign Office  Dickie Mountbatten,
  anti-appeaser and last viceroy, master of both gun boat and diplomacy. In central London Mountbatten is only one on an avenue of heroes, a tourist-trail pantheon of leaders on air, sea and land who
  together led their country to victory in two world wars. The Southampton statue is in its own quiet way a shrine and a sanctuary, commissioned by a property developer in 1990 but taken over by the
  Burma Star Association eight years later: the original sculpture and a later memorial tablet were both unveiled by the veterans vice patron, Patricia, the Countess Mountbatten. Within
  Burmas famous forgotten 14th Army Mountbatten could never enjoy the loyalty and affection felt for Uncle Bill, the future Field Marshal Lord Slim. Yet  as
  at every stage of his career  goodwill in the ranks more than cancelled out the suspicion or even outright hostility felt by those who operated in close proximity to him; and yet remained
  resistant to the easy charm, the cultivated mix of relaxed manner and urgent command, and the seductive charisma of a man apparently at ease with the trappings of power and privilege. Mountbatten
  could of course generate fierce loyalty within the wardroom or the mess, and it would be simplistic to suggest that here was someone whom one either loved or loathed (for his biographer a day in
  the archives can produce a whole range of emotions, from indignation at the level of conceit through to astonishment at the scale of achievement). Whether weary ships companies, fledgling
  commandos, or revengeful Chindits, Mountbatten demonstrated a remarkable ability to surmount an enormous divide of wealth and status when dealing directly with the forces under his command.
  Surmounting the cynicism  including perhaps that of his immediate subordinates  he had the capacity to deliver a convincingly clear-cut, and on the whole bullshit-free, operational
  briefing: a rallying exhortation which would leave a lasting presence in terms of raising collective and individual morale. For this reason alone the veterans of Kohima and the Arakan treat
  Grosvenor Square with the same respect as remaining members of the Kellys mess decks view their captains final resting place in Romsey.


  Distance breeds indifference if not disenchantment, and the passage of time has seen even as striking a monument as the Grosvenor Square statue merge in to a blurred, seemingly unchanging
   and thus dimly perceived  urban landscape. Yet for those who care to register his presence Lord Mountbatten retains a permanent high profile, from Romsey to Ryde, and from Pompey to
  Poole. Nor should an earlier memorialisation of Edwina be forgotten, particularly in hospitals and schools. If the Broadlands estate lies at the heart of this sprawling, scarcely registered
  regional homage, then Southampton provides a model of civic commemoration: several offices, two university research centres, a major arterial road, a retail park, a Salvation Army refuge, and even
  a pub opened by the great man himself  as indeed was the building in which I write. By comparison, Admiral Jellicoe, the Grand Fleets commander at Jutland and a First Sea Lord
  actually born in the city, is rewarded with nothing grander than a blue plaque. Only the Isle of Wight, where Mountbatten proved a popular governor, can match such ubiquity. It may be the
  republican norm across France, the United States, and even Australia, but the naming of roads, places and buildings after politicians and military commanders is scarcely commonplace in Britain: few
  French towns would dare to ignore Clemenceau and De Gaulle, and yet at home Lloyd George is invisible and Churchill more likely to give his name to a major institution than a minor thoroughfare. So
  why is Mountbatten the exception to the rule, certainly so far as the south of England is concerned? To say that he remains closely associated with the Solent and the Test Valley goes some way to
  explaining why his name survives in so many varied places. Yet almost certainly it was his intimate involvement with the Royal Family which bestowed on him a unique status, even while he was still
  alive. The brutal nature of Mountbattens death further strengthened his posthumous credibility, reinforcing the case for numerous public buildings and roads to tap the last vestiges of
  deference and respect.


  Hampshire may remain the epicentre of a fast-fading memorialisation, but recollection of Mountbatten continues to stir emotions wherever his legacy survives, most obviously in southern Asia
   events marking the sixtieth anniversary of independence and partition offered a sharp reminder of critics readiness to demonise, and of admirers undiminished eagerness
  to applaud.9 Yet for a man so obsessed with reputation the judgement of posterity stretched far beyond parochial debate over the relevance of the
  Mountbatten name to the twenty-first century. If he desperately needed to be the centre of attention in life then he yearned to remain so in death.


  The meticulous Mountbatten: at home in the archives


  Mountbatten planned his biography in the same way that he planned his funeral. In retirement at Broadlands he and his staff ceaselessly shifted and sorted official papers and
  private correspondence. Even before his departure from the Ministry of Defence in 1965 a few spare hours could always be found to scrutinise the files. Here was the archival lode which his official
  biographer would one day mine. Sudden, tragic death brought no abrupt end to the process of collection and cataloguing; a mass of posthumous material left the family facing a fresh challenge of
  filtering out the trivial and dealing with the downright hostile. Mountbattens operating rule had been when in doubt, retain, and he was remorseless in hunting down even the
  most remotely relevant documents and artefacts. As for the controversial and contentious, he regularly rallied the Praetorian Guard of old comrades and trusted cronies to draft favourable briefing
  papers or to track down supportive evidence. Those closest to him, such as his former press attach, Alan Campbell-Johnson, were lifelong keepers of the flame, ensuring Dickies case
  for the defence survived beyond the grave.10 Yet nearly two decades after his death even Campbell-Johnson could concede that, without Edwina there
  to cut him down to size, his surface vanity flourished. He did a lot of damage to his own reputation in those years.11 Sadly, Hugh
  Massingberds account of his spring 1979 interview with an indiscrete, obsessive, vainglorious Polonius of the Court is horribly convincing.12


  Mountbattens determination to ensure that any future researcher would recount the right story was made that much more difficult by the introduction of the Thirty Year
  Rule in 1967. Now he had to make certain any criticism of his actions that might eventually enter the public domain, for example, the Admiraltys rather jaundiced view of his first
  year in command of the 5th Destroyer Flotilla, would be discredited once his own version of events, then and later, was made available to a sympathetic and open-minded nation. Thus, when judged
  appropriate, he would speedily respond to any slur on his reputation; but otherwise he played the long-game, certain that eventually the truth would come out, with every course of
  action, big or small, seen to be necessary and correct.


  Clearly the choice of authorised biographer was crucial, and Mountbatten spurned premature efforts to bestow the imprimatur, however elevated the author. After all, during and after the war a
  generally supportive press, encouraged from 1942 by Lord Louis formidable PR team, did more than enough to maintain the myth. An officially sanctioned volume might perhaps prove a hostage to
  fortune, revisiting such sensitive events as the crippling of HMS Javelin or the losses sustained at Dieppe. More crucially, any hint of hagiography would reinforce the view of senior staff
  inside the Service that Noel Cowards tribute to the Kelly, the highly successful 1942 feature film In Which We Serve, was an act of shameless self-publicity.13 In any case, in the mid-1940s the Mountbatten saga was nowhere near conclusion, with the eventual elevation to First Sea Lord and the consequent revival of naval fortunes
  an anticipated climax to the story.


  Not surprisingly, therefore, Mountbatten rebuffed Whitehall efforts to blunt the United States instinctive suspicion of British imperial endeavour. One idea was to commission C.S.
  Forester to chronicle the rising stars life from single-minded cadet to supreme commander. Popular on both sides of the Atlantic, and a proven propagandist for both the Pentagon and the
  Admiralty, Forester was an obvious choice. Oddly, Mountbatten claimed him as a boyhood friend of mine  yet, while the novelist was busy honing his cricketing skills at Dulwich
  College, the younger Battenberg would have been at the other end of the country preparing for life with the Grand Fleet.14 When HMS Kelly was
  attacked by Stukas for the final time Mountbatten was absorbed in Ship of the Line, perhaps seeking inspiration from his favourite character in fiction, Horatio Hornblower. Forester sent
  Mountbatten a replacement copy, and first editions of subsequent volumes: The Ship, published in 1943 and based upon the writers brief spell aboard HMS Penelope, was gratefully
  received. Predictably the gift generated three pages of corrections; although HMS Artemis is a light cruiser, and the action takes place a year after the Kelly sank off Crete in May
  1941, there is a familiar Mediterranean setting. There is also a certain familiarity surrounding the Artemiss captain. Miles Ernest Troughton-Harrington-Yorke  a
  handsome-looking aristocrat apprenticed in Beattys navy, and identified as a high-flier at staff college  is a proven leader of men, both in and out of action. He has learnt to
  control a fierce temper and is profoundly interested in the art of living  although, unlike Mountbatten, he has a taste for German symphonies and Dutch masterpieces. Given
  Foresters admiration of Mountbatten its not fanciful to suggest that the central character in The Ship draws upon the heroic image at the heart of In Which We
  Serve.15


  Working freelance for the Office of War Information and other quasi-military agencies in Washington, Ray Murphy was well-connected, wealthy, bright, and ambitious. A glamorous and handsome
  correspondent whose university experience included both Yale and Edinburgh, he had reported on MacArthurs Manila meeting with Mountbatten in July 1945. Impressed by this dynamic, if
  contradictory, personage, and yet suspicious of such a rapid rise to the top, Murphy talked to everyone at home who knew anything about Churchills protg. Puzzled that
  the response, even among British service personnel, was almost universally negative, he decided to find out for himself. To Murphys amazement a major in the Joint Army Staff suggested he
  might like to write a biography, and straightaway secured him a flight to Singapore. The importance placed on Murphys mission was reflected in the recruitment of Eisenhowers chief of
  staff, Walter Bedell Smith, to write a letter of recommendation. However, no-one thought to inform the man himself, and Mountbatten remained adamant that no official biography should be written.
  Yet clearly he was persuaded by Campbell-Johnson and Fleet Street veteran Mike Wardell, as well as by his closest friend and adviser Peter Murphy, that an unauthorised biography would do him
  no harm; and could go a long way to killing off damaging prejudices and misinformation, especially in the United States where newspaper coverage was surprisingly hostile. Mountbattens media
  men, like their master, found Ray Murphy very charming.16 Wined and dined in style, he left SEAC Headquarters armed with letters of
  introduction and firm promises that he could travel with the supreme commanders entourage, talk to Edwina, and be given access to a host of interested parties with a story to tell.
  Mountbatten was as good as his word, and in the preface to The Last Viceroy an impressive list of old friends, comrades, patrons, and political allies are thanked for their advice and
  assistance. He justified his support for Murphy by viewing the book as a fait accompli; and that therefore it should be written in as friendly a spirit as possible so as to help
  Anglo-American relations.17


  The assiduous American had a long briefing session with Mountbatten in August 1946, giving his subject a sextant as a mark of appreciation. Murphy interviewed him again two months later. At the
  same time he kept regular contact with another key member of Mountbattens staff, his personal secretary at SEAC and again in India, Captain Ronald Brockman. The books appearance in
  Britain was delayed to allow brief reference to India; but not even independence for the sub-continent could convince New Yorks Anglophobe publishers that their readers might be interested
  in the life of a silver-spooned imperial consul, however enlightened his views. Mountbatten became reconciled to East Coast hostility, lamenting Time and Lifes instinctive
  antipathy towards the Royal Family: in 1953 he blamed Henry Luces magazines for distorting information culled from Manifest Destiny, a deeply deferential family biography written by
  Brian Connell, a writer whose respectful tone and bland prose is curiously reminiscent of Hello!.18


  Six years earlier Ray Murphy tested Mountbattens affection to the limit by relying on another, equally ruthless press baron to maintain his fashionable Manhattan lifestyle. From late June
  to early August, with public attention focused upon Mountbattens minute to midnight negotiations in New Delhi, Lord Beaverbrooks Sunday Express published lengthy extracts from
  Murphys manuscript. Initially Mountbatten was impressed, even if the first instalment made me squirm a bit. Peter Murphy was similarly relaxed, but otherwise family and friends
  were appalled, with Brockman taking time off from affairs of state to insist on amendments in advance of the books final publication. Attention focused upon the final instalment, where
  headlines and skilful sub-editing drew as much attention to the viceroys weaknesses (vanity and flamboyance) as his qualified strengths (supreme self-confidence).
  The ludicrous claim that in Burma he had applied fake tan before addressing the troops was forgivable in Mountbattens eyes, if not Brockmans  the American had been an innocent
  abroad, set up by old enemies inside the Service. Nevertheless, the now ex-viceroy admitted privately to Peter Murphy that the allegation was hurtful and deeply damaging: it is the sort of
  malicious story which will be told against me to my grave, and do untold harm among the he-men of the Navy who despise Pansies. No doubt there are those who read such a letter
  and see all their suspicions confirmed. A.N. Wilson, for example, has insisted that rumours within the Service of homo-sexual affairs were justified, with the future admiral of the fleet nicknamed
  Mountbottom. Michael Bloch has even gone so far as to suggest a wartime penchant for sado-masochism.19 If there was a perceivably
  homo-erotic element in his dealings with openly gay men such as Murphy, Tom Driberg, and Noel Coward this did not of itself indicate that Mountbatten was anything other than heterosexual; unlike,
  for example, his close friend the Duke of Kent, whose bisexual nature was an open secret by the mid-1930s.20 In his 1947 letter to Murphy  a man
  who for the time was remarkably open about his sexuality  Mountbatten was simply using the robust language of the day to articulate an ever-present fear of thwarted ambition: the road to the
  top could easily be blocked by those elements within the Admiralty who still placed a premium on character, hierarchy, inflexible discipline, and above all tradition.


  Mountbatten clearly liked Ray Murphy, witness the fact that his grovelling apology attracted such a gentle admonishment. Of more concern was the suggestion made in the Sunday Express, and
  more explicitly in American Vogue, that Mountbatten had taken the initiative in having his story told, with cooperation extending to Princess Elizabeths fianc being specially
  invited to Broadlands in order to talk about Uncle Dickie over dinner. By now installed as Indias first governor-general, Mountbatten wrote to Murphy insisting that he reiterate no formal
  arrangement had ever existed: I do hope that you will not depart from our understanding again, as it would grieve me very much to find I had been mistaken in you.21 Veiled hints were absent from The Last Viceroy, and in the opening chapter its author goes to great pains to establish the basis on which he came to write the
  book. This is a biography long since confined to specialist bookshops and special collections, but its actually rather good. Murphy is respectful but in no way over-awed by his subject, and
  he tells a good story. The writing is fresh, vibrant, and fast-paced, while not unduly journalistic; notwithstanding the attractiveness of the subject, a fresh and dynamic mid-Atlantic style would
  have appealed to austerity-era readers tired of solemn prose and authorial gravitas.


  Serialisation of The Last Viceroy had left Mountbatten sensitive to public misgivings over his handling of Indian independence, especially when criticism emanated from within Express
  Newspapers. His quarrel was with the proprietor, not his staff: at Mike Wardells invitation, Evening Standard editor Frank Owen had launched SEAC, the forces newspaper for the
  Far East; while columnist Tom Driberg had become a close confidant of the supreme commander when visiting Singapore and Saigon in the early autumn of 1945  two years later, within and
  without Westminster he laboured hard at the viceroys behest to stifle Labour criticism of a costly royal wedding and a continental groom.22 At the
  same time Mountbatten sought legal opinion when the Daily Express mentioned his name alongside Nehru in an editorial insisting that, in all the world we have few more dangerous
  enemies. Beaverbrook dismissed the allegation of libel, just as throughout the postwar years he rubbished the notion that his papers deliberately targeted Mountbatten: he was merely as
  vulnerable as any other figure in public life who, like the last viceroy, might transgress the high principles which the Express sets in all matters concerning the British
  Empire. Unlike Churchill, Beaverbrook was wholly unforgiving of the man held directly responsible for the betrayal of Burma, refusal to let the Dutch back into Indonesia. And over
  everything the sack of India. By the early 1950s Mountbatten had proved himself to be the biggest menace to the Empire, and a man who should never be given power and
  authority. Yet evidence suggests the press baron had turned his back on Dickie and Edwina long before their departure for India. They had become friends with Beaverbrook in the mid-1920s,
  partly because Edwinas closest chum at the time, Jean Norton, was the Canadians mistress. In May 1926 the two women helped run the Express switchboard during the General
  Strike, and both accompanied him to Russia in August 1929  bizarrely, the Soviet authorities took an especially keen interest in the visit as the GPU believed Lady Louis to be a sister of
  the late Tsar. Another member of Beaverbrooks entourage for this first meeting with Stalin was the dashing Michael Wardell who, although briefly Edwinas lover, had joined Express
  Newspapers in 1926 at Dickies instigation. Wardell quickly gained Beaverbrooks trust, and, apart from wartime service with SEAC, survived as managing director for over 30
  years.23 He proved more than capable of serving two masters, and acted as intermediary and peacemaker when relations between Max and the Mountbattens
  soured. Captain (D) was both grateful and embarrassed when the Express newspapers lavished extravagant praise on his record as a flotilla commander; but in the winter of
  19412 he felt increasingly irritated by offers of help in the Whitehall jungle, let alone the suggestion that his appointment to head Combined Operations was solely at
  Beaverbrooks suggestion. Perhaps it was this annoyance which, when viewing the rushes of In Which We Serve, stopped Mountbatten from vetoing a prominent shot of the Daily
  Express floating in the quayside slime with its notorious 1939 masthead declaration of No War This Year clearly visible. A Fleet Street backlash, even before the film came out,
  saw Noel Coward pay a harsh price. In the Caribbean after the war he unashamedly courted Beaverbrook  the favourable reviews reappeared, but his friendship with Dickie and Edwina was never
  the same again.24


  In the spring of 1958 Beaverbrook instructed the younger Max Aitken that no quarter be given to the departing First Sea Lord. Macmillan intended to appoint Mountbatten the first Chief of the
  Defence Staff, enjoying primus inter pares status within the Chiefs of Staff Committee. Beaverbrook had almost certainly been warned that this announcement was imminent, just as he was all
  too well aware that Mountbatten had barely disguised his opposition to the Suez expedition 18 months earlier. The newspaper proprietor instructed his son:


  
    
      Print these statements. Dont trust Mountbatten in Any Public Capacity. Together with a further quotation from Mountbattens speech in Canada where he said he
      took full responsibility for Dieppe. Four thousand set forth and three thousand did not return.25

    

  


  Beaverbrooks first love was always to his native country. The passage of time served only to strengthen his conviction that the Chief of Combined Operations had been
  directly responsible for the decimation of Canadian assault troops at Dieppe on 19 August 1942. Yet in the immediate aftermath of the disaster, both the Daily Express and the Evening
  Standard remained consistent to their owners call for a Second Front Now, hailing the raid as clear evidence that relief for the Soviet Union could come sooner rather than
  later. As evidence mounted that all had been far from well, attitudes shifted. Beaverbrook became increasingly suspicious that such a poorly mounted operation was deliberately intended to undermine
  his case for an early Second Front. At a dinner party on 27 October hosted by Averell Harriman, Roosevelts eyes and ears in London, the press baron tore in to Mountbatten. Shocked by
  Beaverbrooks intemperate language, the other guests largely accepted the CCOs defence that he bore full responsibility for drawing up the plans, but not for their execution. Looking
  back on the incident 30 years later, Mountbatten concluded that this was the night he and the Beaver became firm enemies. That enmity lasted until 1963 when Macmillan  who ten
  years earlier had confided to his diary a similar distrust of Mountbatten  orchestrated a chilly reconciliation.26


  Tom Driberg  as William Hickey, the Daily Expresss first gossip columnist  wrote a revealing biography of his old boss in the mid-1950s. By this time
  several but by no means all bridges had been burnt, so the reader still enjoyed the authentic voice of the Beaver: Mountbatten is vain, not clever. The woman is clever,
  not vain. Although tempted to silence someone privy to so many secrets, Beaverbrook first of all reined in his libel lawyers  and bought the serial rights. This canny move gave
  him considerable influence over his renegade biographer, whose extravagant lifestyle had left him teetering on the edge of bankruptcy. Next, pressure was put on the similarly cash-strapped
  publishers, whose own lawyers were already demanding a radical revision of an increasingly sanitised manuscript. The book survived, but substantial cuts were made, particularly in the chapter
  dealing with Dieppe and Beaverbrooks subsequent vendetta. Needless to say, first to go was the charge reportedly made at Harrimans stormy dinner party: You murdered my
  Canadians in order to wreck my Second Front campaign!. Driberg now acknowledged that there had been a rapprochement in 19445: Beaverbrook had generously given Mountbatten
  advice on how to, firstly, set up SEACs formidable PR operation, and, secondly, forge good relations with the Kuomintang. Thus the author accepted Beaverbrooks denial of
  uninterrupted hostility, while still stressing the depth of personal resentment. There was an emotional basis to a vendetta so capricious as to rally Fleet
  Street rivals in a spirited defence of the First Sea Lord. Driberg quoted the Observer and the News Chronicle, and in his own column for Reynolds News he was to fight a running
  battle with former colleagues throughout the 1950s. Constrained by libel laws, and his fawning relationship with Mountbatten, Driberg could do no more than imply that Beaverbrooks friendship
  with young Dickie had ceased long before October 1942.27


  A.J.P. Taylor, who of course knew his subject well, suggested that, Something about Mountbatten touched Beaverbrook on a raw nerve. Disingenuously, he claimed there was more to
  this than met the eye, but that no close friends had any idea as to why. As keeper of his late patrons papers Taylor was almost certainly aware that when Jean Norton died in 1945 evidence
  had emerged that her relationship with Mountbatten might have entailed more than merely offering a shoulder to cry on whenever Edwina was away courting a stream of admirers.28 Driberg, in his posthumously published autobiography, identified Jean Norton as the cause of the quarrel, but only because she cancelled an engagement with her lover to
  dine with the Mountbattens. Janet Morgan, Lady Mountbattens official biographer, dismissed any notion of a brief fling as fanciful; but whether or not an affair took place is immaterial.
  Rather, the question is, did Beaverbrook believe that his mistress had been doubly deceitful  to her husband, and to her lover? Here therefore was possibly the real reason why Beaverbrook
  pursued Mountbatten with such ferocity  and yet also on occasion with such subtlety, witness the casuistical manner in which Ray Murphys honest assessment of his subject was reworked
  so that, to the casual reader on a Sunday morning in the summer of 1947, the vices demonstrably outweighed the virtues.


  Murphys biography was a premature expedition in to virgin territory, but no comparable volume appeared for the remainder of Mountbattens active career (admirals of the fleet
  technically never retire). Not that Mountbatten wholly dismissed the notion of an authorised biography appearing in his lifetime: in 1964 he systematically recorded a series of reminiscences with a
  view to Alan Campbell-Johnson embarking upon a major overview of his life. These recordings were typed up as an official record, and old colleagues were urged to give Campbell-Johnson their full
  cooperation if he sought an interview. The one-time press officer was given full access to the burgeoning Broadlands archives.29 Given his fascination
  with the mechanics of film-making, and his growing involvement with television via his son-in-law John (Lord) Brabourne, it was scarcely surprising that from 1966 to 1968 Mountbatten devoted much
  of his time to a 12-part account of his Life and Times. The on-screen appearance of the subject, the pioneering use of colour, the juxtaposition of current and contemporary footage, the
  extensive filming on location, and the narrators emphasis on narrative and explanation, can all be seen in other blockbuster series of the period, notably Kenneth Clarks
  Civilisation and Jacob Bronowskis Ascent of Man. Although broadcast on ITV and not commissioned by BBC2, the series director, Peter Morley, appears to have been under
  very little pressure to cut and compress. Mountbatten is suitably indulged, and there are several scenes that cry out for ruthless editing, for example the long speech to the 1966 gathering of
  survivors from the Kelly which takes up the second half of episode four.30


  The choice of scriptwriter was astute as John Terraine was both a scion of public service broadcasting and a highly respected  if, given his rehabilitation of Haig, somewhat controversial
   military historian. By 1966 he had gathered various prestigious awards for the BBCs pioneering documentary series The Great War. Although his attention still focused upon the
  Western Front, Terraine was hugely knowledgeable about warfare in the twentieth century, as a succession of later books would readily confirm. He was by no means an easy person to work with, but he
  clearly had huge respect for Mountbatten; and the slim volume which accompanied the television series gave both voice and vital context to its subject. Terraine thereby provided the interested
  viewer with a succinct, semi-official  and thus sanitised  account of Lord Louis life.31 His text formed the core of a coffee-table
  book that appeared shortly before the tragedy at Mullaghmore. Mountbatten Eighty Years in Pictures drew upon an immense collection of photographs, today housed at the University of
  Southampton. Its subject rightly acknowledged the herculean efforts of his ever-present, ever-patient, ultra-discreet secretary, John Barratt, and of the Broadlands archivist, Mollie Travis. In the
  foreword Mountbatten made clear that at no time had he contemplated writing his memoirs, and he reiterated his refusal to authorise a biography.32


  Admirers of the family album eager to learn more were directed towards Terraine, and those books in which their hero had taken a particularly keen interest. Attention was drawn to
  Freedom at Midnight by Larry Collins and Dominique Lapierre, an exciting and very readable account of Indian independence which became a bestseller both sides of the Atlantic and inspired a
  TV documentary. Published in 1975 the book was quickly discredited by serious historians of partition, if only because the authors relied so heavily on lengthy interviews with a man well in to his
  seventies whose version of events was firmly rooted in solipsism, sweeping generalisation, and a suspect memory. Mountbattens partial recall and contentious views were left unchallenged, not
  least his longstanding prejudice towards Jinnah and his more recent dismissal of Wavells performance as viceroy from 1943 to 1947.33 Given that so
  much of the book read like the ramblings of a vain old man, Patrick French is perhaps entitled to claim that, By attempting to create his own myth with such assiduous care, Mountbatten sowed
  the seeds of its posthumous collapse.34


  The posthumous Mountbatten: at home in the authorised biographies


  Also included in Mountbattens list of recommended reading was a biography of his parents, Louis and Victoria.35 The
  author was Richard Hough, ex-fighter pilot, former publisher, father of future novelist Deborah Moggach, and neighbour and Garrick Club drinking companion of Kingsley Amis. Hough lived by his pen,
  with a rate of composition almost as impressive as his range of contacts. He first met Mountbatten in 1971, by which time he was already cultivating other members of the Royal Family. His letters
  to Mountbatten expose him as an outrageous name-dropper, who delighted in the fact that his daughter was in the same class at Gordonstoun as Prince Andrew.36 The two men clearly got on very well, to the extent that by July 1975 they were on first-name terms. Hough was no doubt very good company, if only because he shamelessly
  massaged his new patrons ego  witness his readiness to traduce Anthony Pugsley, the captain of HMS Javelin who held Mountbatten directly responsible for the destroyers
  near destruction in November 1940. Having enjoyed access to the Broadlands archives in order to write his book on Prince Louis and Princess Victoria, in the mid-1970s he worked closely with Mollie
  Travis on an ancillary project, a collection of Queen Victorias letters to her granddaughter.37


  Throughout the late 1970s Richard Hough spent many hours talking to Mountbatten, and in the process gathered a large body of material, by no means all of it factually correct. Some but by no
  means all of these conversations were recorded. Houghs career as a freelance writer necessitated the ability to write fast, and his putative subjects sudden death on 27 August 1979
  released him from any promise not to produce a biography in Mountbattens lifetime. His intention was that Weidenfeld and Nicolson publish the book on the first anniversary of the Mullaghmore
  tragedy. He met the deadline, with five extracts serialised in the Sunday Telegraph across the summer of 1980. This was despite the familys concerted effort to stop publication,
  orchestrated by Lord Brabourne. John Brabourne was married to Patricia, who as the eldest daughter had by special dispensation inherited the title of Countess Mountbatten. He had only recently
  recovered from the appalling injuries sustained when his father-in-laws boat, Shadow V, was blown up; and was still coming to terms with the murder of his mother and of his son
  Nicholas. Publication of Mountbatten Hero of Our Time must have seemed both insensitive and exploitative, and the family sought a court injunction when promotional material quoted
  Houghs claim that, The biography is the book he [Mountbatten] wanted me to write. It is the fruit of this material, of related sources, and of interviews and correspondence with his
  contemporaries. Hough contested the case, and, while clearly sympathetic to the plaintiffs, the judge was not wholly convinced by either side.38


  The outcome was a compromise foreword to the book which was the maximum the author would concede and the minimum the family would accept: Given that the official biography is still
  several years away, I feel that there is now room for an informal study of Lord Mountbattens life. Hough acknowledged that his subject had been extremely supportive of research into
  his parents lives, but had always insisted no informal biography chronicle his own.39 However, Mountbatten Hero of Our Time
  is written as if the writer was Lord Louis closest confidant, recording every word of the great mans recollections. Its a very workmanlike book, and the strong narrative drive
  leaves all but the most sceptical reader indifferent to the fact that Mountbattens first-person account of events had often been reconstructed. Hough repeatedly crosses the line from
  reported speech to direct quotation  a line which, a much more distinguished biographer has argued, separates fact from fiction.40


  The extent to which Richard Hough relied upon his subjects own words, real or reinvented, contrasted with the more orthodox approach of a complementary volume published in 1983. An
  unrepentant Hough, by now wholly indifferent to the views of the Mountbatten family, strenuously defended his life of Edwina: its authenticity rested upon the knowledge and support of many
  of those who knew her. However, his acknowledgements were very much a B-list of the great and the good, and the credibility of his one trump card, Mary (Ashley), Lady Delamere, was later
  called into question by her sisters official biographer. The thoroughness of Houghs research was disputed when Edwinas cousin and close friend, Marjorie (Jenkins), the Countess
  of Brecknock, provided Lord Brabourne with a detailed (and scathing) list of factual errors. Needless to say, the familys fierce criticism did not enter the public domain.41 Instead, Edwina appeared to confirm Houghs reputation as a competent man-of-letters whose thoroughness of research and genuine respect for his subject
  prevented modest revelation from degenerating in to dubious speculation. Thus, the critics had no obvious reason to be hostile. Indeed, the warm reception given to Mountbatten Hero of Our
  Time had encouraged Pan to publish a best-selling paperback edition in 1981. When Richard Hough
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