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RYBODY in London wanted

E 10 see Willam Joyce when he
was brought to trial as a radio
wraitor, for he was something new in the
history of the waorld. Not before have
people known, as well as if he were a
husband or a brother or a close friend,
the voice of one they have never seen,
and if ever they had jmagined such a
miracle it would not have occurred o
them that the familiar unknown would
speak to them only to prophesy death
and ruin for them. All of us in Eng-
land experienced this hideous novelty.
Tt was very difficult not to come on
Juyce’s wave length when ane was tun-
ing in to the English stations, and there
was an arresting quality about his voice
that made it hard not t go on Jisten-
ing. It was a rasping yet rich voice, likc
Father Coughlin’s, and it was convine-
ing in its confidence. It scemed 13 if ane
had better hearken and take warning
when he suggested that it was the des-
tiny of the people he had left behind in
England 1o die and the destiny of his
new masters in Germany to live and
<conquer, and that, therefore, his listen-
had better change sides and submit
This was often terrible to hear, for th
news in the papers scemed to confirm
it. He was not only alarshing, he was
ugly; he opened a vista into hell; h
always spoke as i he were better fed and
better clothed than we were, and so,
we now know, he was. He went further
than that smug mockery of our plight.
He sinned that sin which is the dark
travesty of legitimate hatred hecause it
is felt for kindred, just as incest is the
dark travesty of legitimate love. When
the U-boats were sinking so many of
our ships that to open the newspapers
was to draw into one’s nostrils the smell
of drowned sailors, he rolled the figures
of our shipping losses on his tongue.
When we were facing the hazard of D
Day, he rejoiced in the though of the
English dead that would soon lic under

the Westwall.

Sa thuse who were at once robust and
curious went off to the Central Criminal
Court, which is an odd place to
these days, for it stands in a district once
congested with unlovely commercial
huildings that the blitz has converted
into a beautiful desert. Churches stand
blackened but apparently intact. Birds,
hawever, fly through the empty sockets
of their windows and long grass grows

around their altars. A red-brick Geon
gian mansion, hidden for a century
hind mean streets, looks at the great
Renaissance dome of St. Paul's across
acres in which the yellow ragwort and
the willow herb, its last purple flowers
passing into sllver clouds of seed dust,
grow from the ground plan of a lost
city drawn in rubble. The courts them-
selves startle the cye that knew them as
they were. They were housed in a solid,
building built of gray stone in the neo-
classical style. It has been sliced as if it
were a cake, The walls of the slice
of new red brick. What with the seal-
ing off of the damaged parts and the
heavy blackout that cannot yet be re-
maoved, awing to the lack of labor, all
the halls and passages and stairs are in
perperual dusk. The courtroom—that
Court No. 1 where all the most famous.
modern criminal trials have taken place
—is it by electric light. Daglighe used
ta stream in through  glass dome cold
as justice itself, but that has long been
shattered. Bare boards fill it in, givin;
an odd-come-short loak to what wsed to
be an austerely fine room

Under the strong electric light, the
various elements that had gor William
Joyce into trouble were y evident.
His appearance was a surprise to all of
us who had never seen him, His voice
had suggested a large and Hashy
someness. He was short and, thoug!
not very ugly, was exhaustively so.
hair was mouse-colored and grew
¥, particularly above his ears. His
was joined to his face at an odd
ngle and its bridge and it point and its
nostrils were all separately misshapen.
Above his dark-blue eyes, which were
hard and shiny, like pebbles, were thick
and irregular and pale eyebrows. His
neck was long and his narrow shoulders
were doping. Hie arms were very short

and very thick, so that his sleeves were
ke small bolsters.  His bady looked
yet coarse.  There was. mnhm

create the savage and marred distinction

that it might suggest, for it gave 2
ing immobility to his mouth, vwhich was
extremely small. His smile was pinched

pression i being. Rather, it re-
minded one of an eastern European
peasant driven off the land by poverty
into a factory tawn and there wearing
his first suit of western clothes. His
movements were of a jerky formality
that would have been thought strange
in any saciety. Whea he bowed to the
judge, his bow seemed sncerely re-
spectiul but entirely inappropriate o the
oceasion, and it was difficule to think
of any occasion to which it would have
been appropriate.

At the side of the dock sat the jury,
none of the me b
narure, though there was ¢
aged woman, a slender,
woman of the colonel’s-daughter kind,
who had irresistible charm. Day by day,
we became more and more convineed,
far no reason 3t all, that she was a very
good sort. But the members of the ju
were all middle-aged, since the armi
have not come home, and though they
were drawn from different ranks of life,
there i no rank of life in which middle-
aged English people are other than puffy
or hagzard. They were all more pleas-
ant to look at and maore obviously trust-

icial bench that he faced, he was
of course at an immense ;mmnme
a5 we all would be against oak paneks.
Columns run up to 2 p\ﬂuutn( frami
rved rayal standard and the sword
ice, which is affixed to the wall in
s jewelled scabbard. At the foot of this
wall, in a hwn-h-\\ku\ chair, sat the
judge, dressed in his scarlet robe, with
jte neckband of fine white Jinen and
its deep cuffe and sash of purplish-black
waffets, and beside him, their chairs set
further back as a sgn of their inferiority
to him, sat the Lord Mayor of London
and some aldermen, in their medieval
castume of biack silk robes and flowing
white eravats and gold chin hung with
chased badges of office in precious

Jullgcﬂ ARRES AT
intellect and character, <ity offcials for
competence -:ml character and

usually Y some sort Fof imprine o

timpresive unered during he af the last war, the

Trish, but they had never been offic
confirmed and his accent was difficult
0 place.

it w

had a Dannybrook air. He was a not
very fortunate example of the small,

of a =cmnd We rememb v(-rcsl it as we

wh er. Never s there 2 mare parfect
voice for 2 demagogue, for its rever-
beritions were so strong tha chey were

that was swelling with the sume appe-
tite. What could the Jietle man do—
since he so passionately desred  exer-
authority and neither this nor sy
ather sane state would give it t him—
but use his trick of gathering together
Jckless fellows to averturn the state and
substitute 2 mad onei That was the
personal drama which had brought him
into the dock, but there was ﬂm»(iur
cause which presently became pparent
“This case, like the great treason case
Roger

E

il
Casement, was an Irish setup. T8
had long been rumors that Joyce w:

. But there was no doubt about
ane saw him in the dock. He

ancing type of Trish peasant

dher, wh

one st his brol
i day in 2

5

twenty=e
junior, He is mu
a sturdy bedy, a fre

and the m|El hrown

St e, "
I":GA! .1":0\\ “Though he, w0, WA
neat in his dress, the effect

uggest mr.‘ rvanity-

. 1 mistake hin
N e lh v The
were also strang traces of Trish origin
e follawers of Joyce who every

attended the court. These werea singu-
Jar crowd. There were some women
who mmu, attracted azention by an
almost  unearthly physical - repulsive-
ness. One of them, who was thin a
skeleton, had hair dyed 2 harsh choco-
Iate brown and. a face and 3\1mli studded
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he badge of maturity, for a literary genre, is the anxiety of influence—the
T compulsion felt by an aspiring writer to pee upon a fire hydrant that an
earlier eminence once peed upon with distinction. Rebecca West, an unjustly
neglected deity of “novelistic” reportage, would have approved of the vulgarity of
this metaphor. In the 1941 masterpiece “Black L.amb and Grey Falcon,” where she

micturated upon the fire hydrant of Yugoslavia for eleven hundred gloriously
digressive pages, a “lavatory of the old Turkish kind” inspires an extended

rumination on its dark dung hole.

The New Yorker writer Janet Malcolm, one of West’s greatest heirs, would never

have dwelled on such crude terrain. But many of Malcolm’s preoccupations were
recognizable as attempts to overcome the debt that she owed her precursor. Legal

conflicts—Ilike the one at the heart of Malcolm’s “The Journalist and the

Murderer’—make for a good example. West, who combined a psychoanalytic
aversion to sentimentality with an anthropological curiosity, inspired a generation
of writers to render courtroom proceedings as a civilized translation of a
primordial rite. In 1946, her dispatch from Nuremberg began, “T’hose men who
had wanted to kill me and my kind and who had nearly had their wish were to be
told whether I and my kind were to kill them and why.” Vengeance might have
underwritten a given trial’s stakes, but cases themselves were to be taken in as

stylized performances. West treated trial coverage as a variant of drama criticism.

West reserved her most operatic appreciation for tragedies of betrayal—“the dark

travesty of legitimate hatred because it is felt for kindred, just as incest is the dark

travesty of legitimate love.” A year before Nuremberg, West chronicled the
prosecution, in London, of William Joyce, alias Lord Haw-Haw. Joyce was a
second-tier Fascist who had defected to Berlin to serve as a radio broadcaster for
the Nazis’ English service. He was infamous in Britain for his bloodthirsty

prophecies of German triumph.
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The courthouse audience’s vexed relationship with Joyce was “something new in
the history of the world”—a prototype of the parasocial. Joyce’s voice “had
suggested a large and flashy handsomeness,” but his appearance broke the spell.
“He was short and, though not very ugly, was exhaustively so,” with the look “of an
eastern European peasant driven off the land by poverty into a factory town and
there wearing his first suit of western clothes.” (Outdoing Malcolm in her icy
dispassion, West was merciless with the poor jurors as well: “though they were
drawn from difterent ranks of life, there is no rank of life in which middle-aged

English people are other than pufty or haggard.”)

Get our Classics newsletter to discover timeless gems from 7he New Yorker
archive.

gideonlk@gmail.com -1

By signing up, you agree to our user agreement (including class action waiver and arbitration provisions), and
acknowledge our privacy policy.

What ought to be West’s considerable legacy has been reduced to her wit, and she
was hilariously unsparing in her treatment of Joyce as “flimsy yet coarse.” This,
West was well aware, represented a crystallization of the attitude that inspired his
original treason. Joyce’s youthful high-society aspirations had been dismissed, and
the pain of this injury fed his populist resentment: “What could the little man do
—since he so passionately desired to exercise authority and neither this nor any
other sane state would give it to him—but use his trick of gathering together

luckless fellows to overturn the state and substitute a mad one?”

Rejected by the smart establishment, Joyce ingratiated himself with a counter-élite
that might dignify his bitterness as political courage. His fantasy of status and
purpose destined him for Berlin, which he believed could teach England a thing

or two about old-fashioned martial valor. In some ways, he prefigured the toadying
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courtiers of our era’s New Right, who fawn over despots with the same pick-

me devotion.

West found Joyce almost beneath contempt. The bureaucratic march toward his
conviction was nevertheless “more terrible than any other case I have ever seen in
which a death sentence was given.” Privately, she wrote, “I am consumed with pity
for Joyce because it seems to me that he lived in a true hell.” The deadpan pathos
of her report painted this hell as a shared reality. The despair that both created
Joyce and attended his execution was universal: “Nobody in court felt any emotion

when he knew that Joyce was going to die.” ¢

Read the original story.

The Crown Versus William Joyce
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Published in the print edition of the November 3, 2025, issue.

Gideon Lewis-Kraus is a staff writer at The New Yorker covering technology, academia, and
books, among other topics. He is the author of the memoir ‘A Sense of Direction.”
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upon completely different words.

By Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn

PAGE-TURNER
Encountering the Past in “Music Against the Night”

John Field and Adelaide Percheron, the protagonists in my new book, were born in

the eighteenth century. Was I writing a historical novel?

By Yiyun Li
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