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Prologue

[image: images]

On 7 September 1940 Britain was waiting for invasion.

More than two decades later it was a moment that the makers of Dad’s Army would capture perfectly in its opening sequence. The British Army, represented by three chipper Union flag arrows, sets off boldly into France until it is forced to shrink back in the face of three swastika-headed serpents weaving their way across Europe. As the Nazis gather on the coast of France, Britain’s soldiers beat an undignified retreat back to Britain.

Dad’s Army takes its humour from a situation in which a group of disparate men are thrown together with the one aim of saving their country from invasion. In reality, the summer of 1940 offered few laughs. It was a time of uncertainty and rumour, when careless talk cost lives and nothing was quite as it seemed. People who had lived in Britain for most, or all, of their lives were suddenly classified as ‘enemy aliens’, while everything and everybody came under suspicion.

Hitler’s success represented a loss of innocence for the British people: their island status no longer protected them from the threat of invasion as Nazi aeroplanes settled into positions within striking distance of most parts of the country. Ordinary people were asked to take on extraordinary duties; men and women who had spent their whole lives in one town were suddenly catapulted out into the world.

Just as the war offered a new kind of freedom to thousands of Britons, so the world closed in on those left behind on the Home Front. Lives had to be lived in the blackout and in underground shelters. Britons went to ground and looked to nature for clues as to their fate: bad weather kept the invader away, while a full moon guided him to his target.

This is the story of a group of people whose days were marked by the threat of invasion and what happened when the unbearable tension of that summer finally snapped, on the first weekend in September 1940. The Nazis appeared to have readied an invasion fleet and their armies were poised to cross to Britain. The start of the first mass daylight bombing raid on London confirmed what many people now saw as inevitable – that Hitler was on his way.


PART ONE

Spring 1940, The End of the Phoney War


1

Jenny and Muriel – All Quiet in Norfolk
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On 19 March 1940 Alec the tortoise was found dead at home in Norfolk. A family friend concluded that he had woken from hibernation to find there was a war on and promptly died of shock. If this really was the cause of his death, Alec must have been a perceptive beast: in the spring of 1940 Britain was languishing in a twilight zone where the effects of war were discernible only in small inconveniences. Petrol, bacon, butter and sugar were rationed and other commodities such as coal were hard to come by.

The nation groped2 its way about in a blackout designed to thwart the Nazi bombers who, so far, showed no sign of inflicting ‘total war’ on their enemy. Instead, the population grumbled about bumping into trees and lampposts, falling off the pavement or, worse, the railway platform. Luminous white paint and torch batteries were soon hard to come by too. People daubed the paint on keyholes and pavement edges; one Essex farmer even gave his black cattle zebra stripes to help drivers avoid any that strayed on to the road. Twice as many people had been killed in traffic accidents as by enemy action since the introduction of the blackout in September 1939.

Many Britons had believed that a gas attack would immediately follow Neville Chamberlain’s sombre announcement of war on 3 September 1939 and, as if to confirm this, an air-raid siren sounded almost as soon as he had finished speaking. (It was a false alarm.) Instead, nothing happened and the country settled into an uneasy inertia that became known as the Bore War, the Sitzkrieg and, later, the Phoney War. The gas masks that were carried so assiduously during the autumn of 1939 were now abandoned on the table by the front door. Slipping a gas mask carrier over your shoulder as you went out was something for the over-cautious and those who could not afford to be seen flouting the rules.

After Alec’s death, his owners, Muriel and Jenny continued to pursue their outdoor, sociable lives in a remote west Norfolk village. Jenny was twenty-six, Muriel nineteen, and they lived with their widowed mother, Susan. The young women were close, perhaps more so than the seven-year age gap might suggest. In the summer they liked to swim in the sea and play tennis on the courts outside their house. In the cold months they skated on marshland and went for walks in the woods. In the winter of 1939–40 the sea had frozen into salty ridges but this had not prevented them walking the three miles from their home in Snettisham to the sandy beaches that look out on to the bleak Wash. There the North Sea pushes inland to divide Norfolk from Lincolnshire, and thousands of pink-footed geese commute inland to feed off the remains of the sugar-beet harvest.

Jenny and Muriel found village life absorbing: they saw it at close quarters, through the customers who visited the garage and sweet shop they ran with the help of Matthew, the mechanic and handyman. They were also interested in the wider world. At meetings of the Workers’ Educational Association they discussed everything from politics to jam-making and H. G. Wells’s latest book, The Holy Terror, a psychological study of a modern dictator. The sisters also kept a diary for Mass-Observation, an organisation set up in 1937 to study the lives of ordinary people. Muriel and Jenny were proud of their role as chroniclers of wartime Britain, but anxious to keep their pastime a secret from the neighbours they wrote about. As 1940 unfurled, they were to discover that doing anything secret was hazardous.

Like most sisters who live together, they suffered from petty jealousies and irritations. As the elder sibling, Jenny was annoyed that they were regularly mistaken for twins, especially as they did not dress alike. Muriel, too, was keenly aware of their physical differences and could reel them off with the confidence of someone who had spent years measuring them. Jenny’s hair was naturally curly, hers was not; they had a similar figure and weighed just over eight stone; their eyes were the same blue, but Jenny’s were bigger. Jenny had the larger nose and her complexion was ‘made up to look pink’, while Muriel’s was naturally rosy. Jenny looked like her mother; Muriel resembled the father who had died ten years earlier, leaving thirty-five-year-old Matthew the one constant male figure in their lives. He emerges from their diaries as a long-suffering member of their extended family; someone they relied on in many ways but whom they could not resist teasing. It is easy to imagine Jenny and Muriel sucking their pencils as they composed their diary entries, and Matthew in the corner of their garage, wiping the grease off his hands with a rag and worrying about his soldier brother in France or what was going on at the RAF base nearest to Snettisham.

The sisters’ garage was on the coastal route north to Hunstanton, or ‘sunny Hunny’; its position and their work gave them a keen sense of the region’s mood. They knew long before the government’s Ministry of Information whether people still carried their gas masks and believed what they heard on the BBC. As the Phoney War turned into something more threatening, Muriel and Jenny were perfectly placed to judge how East Anglians felt about their proximity to mainland Europe. When petrol shortages began to bite and taking a car for a ‘spin’ became a suspicious activity, their role as custodians of the pumps gave them a position of power that was rare among women.

Snettisham had experienced occasional peaks of excitement before 1940, but it always returned to its natural state of obscurity. Tea-smugglers were caught on its beach in 1737 and in the early twentieth century Queen Alexandra took a fancy to it as a remote bathing spot. She visited it from the rather larger holiday home she shared with her husband, King Edward VII, at nearby Sandringham. Queen Alexandra’s Bungalow, an ornate flint building with a porch made from an upturned boat, was pulled down on her death in 1925. By 1940 several more modest beach huts squatted on the sand and a middle-aged bachelor lived there all year round. Snettisham, with 1400 inhabitants, had all the trappings of a typical English village: St Mary’s Church looked out on to a cricket pitch and the village’s ancient chestnut tree provided a shady place for neighbours to linger and gossip. Homes were built from the local carr stone, in a warm butterscotch colour, and known locally as ‘gingerbread houses’.

In the spring of 1940 the sisters’ world was confined to a triangle bordered by King’s Lynn – ‘Lynn’ for short – a busy market town and port twelve miles to the south, Hunstanton to the north up the coast, whose seasonal kiss-me-quick boldness was tempered by Old World manners, and Norwich, Norfolk’s county town, forty-four miles east. The people of Snettisham had a strong sense of place and their own identity within it. At the end of February, when the cobbler pinned up a map of Europe in his shop and customers came in to peer at the foreign place names they heard on their Bakelite wirelesses, they were baffled by the far-off struggle. The frank admission of one villager was echoed all over Britain: ‘Well, I did not know Poland was there before. How ever did our government think they were going to help them?’

In peacetime the only strangers Norfolk had encountered were those who travelled to the coast when the sun shone. The war had brought evacuated families from the East End of London. They spoke a different language and often practised a different religion; most had never seen a cow or the seaside and were homesick for noise and bustle. Many wealthy Londoners had already sent their families abroad or disappeared into genteel boarding-houses in remote parts of the country, so it was the poorest who were billeted on families who had room for them: the rich or the childless – two groups least likely to understand their needs. Rumours about them spread quickly. The husband of one woman, who had a couple of young children and came from Shoreditch, was believed to be in jail for arson. A landlady had not known her ‘guests’ were Jewish until she bumped into them on their way to a religious festival in King’s Lynn. From then on she referred to them as ‘those Jews’, while they retaliated by calling her ‘that Christian woman’. The trip to Lynn was the evacuees’ first escape from the countryside since they had left London and produced ‘an intense pathetic longing for a town’. ‘We found a Woolworths, what a treat!’ they told Jenny.
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Fougasse’s distinctive posters sprang up throughout Britain and gave the impression that Hitler was peering over your shoulder.

The war had shrunk the sisters’ world. When Muriel saw Goodbye Mr Chips at Hunstanton in March it was the first time she had been to the ‘flicks’ since September, and an outing to Cambridge for a WEA meeting that month was the sisters’ only trip to a large town since the outbreak of war. They would have liked to visit Norwich but felt uncomfortable at the idea of being away overnight. Cambridge was a disappointment: most of the brilliant stained-glass in King’s College Chapel had been removed as a precaution against a bomb blast and the pair were surprised to see sandbags, which had nearly all been discarded in Snettisham, piled up round the major buildings. Most railway stations were plastered with posters such as the colourful ‘Careless Talk Costs Lives’ series drawn by the Punch cartoonist Cyril Kenneth Bird, who signed his work ‘Fougasse’. One showed Hitler and Goering eavesdropping on travellers, but the only titbit the sisters overheard came from two labourers, lamenting that their sons would soon be snatched away to fight.

The people of Snettisham started to look skywards. In February nine Blenheim bombers ‘hedge-hopped’ over the marshes, prompting a schoolboy to shout gleefully, ‘Here comes Hitler.’ A few months later he would be able to tell a Stuka from a Spitfire, a Heinkel from a Hurricane. When Jenny took a tumble on the ice she blamed it on the sudden arrival of an aeroplane with a ‘swashtika [sic] under the wings!’. But even this skirmish with the enemy failed to convince their mother that the Germans presented a threat: she gave up hanging her coat, with a stocking stuffed into each pocket, at the end of her bed in case the air-raid siren sounded. Enemy planes were still a novelty, and when one crashed in a nearby field most of the village rushed out to see it; Muriel and a friend took away a bolt and a bullet as souvenirs.

The sisters’ lives had changed so little that it was impossible to take seriously the prospect of invasion, even when the evidence pointed to it. In February, Muriel wrote:

This morning we were laying in bed & Mother called out whats that noise. I listened and heard machine gun fire. It was louder and nearer than any I have heard before. We layed in bed and listened and heard burst after burst of guns. This was about eight o’clock. Mother called out ‘do you think they are landing on the beach?’ She then said ‘if they come I shall get under the bed and lay low.’ Jenny said ‘I think I shall be more of a success with them if I stay in bed!’ We all laughed and after a time it stopped and I went to sleep again. Lots of times during the morning we heard it again, and lots of aeroplanes went over, spitfires included.

The threat of a gas attack niggled at the back of their minds, as Muriel reported: ‘We decided as we walked there is so many mucky smells in our village, you never would smell a gas attack from some of the other odours in the country. (There’s no drainage or sewerage here) …’ On another occasion Muriel mistook for gas the whiff produced by two hens scratching on a manure heap, and when Jenny visited an elderly couple who had sealed up a room full of books she remarked: ‘If they could stay ten minutes in that room, gassing would have been a mild affair.’

The war first impinged on their lives where food was concerned. Susan revived a recipe for Yorkshire teacakes she had used in the Great War because it included no butter. Matthew took three spoonfuls of sugar in his tea and was told to bring his own. Everyone started gardening to ensure Snettisham’s supply of fresh fruit and vegetables by the summer; even part of the deer park at Sandringham was ploughed. Meat became scarce and often the butcher could offer only mutton; bacon, when available, was salty and expensive. Once a customer brought the three women a brace of rabbits and Matthew shot pigeons in the wood opposite the garage, which echoed after dark with people chopping and sawing wood to replace the coal that was now impossible to find. ‘It does not do to leave any moveable bits of wood for a minute,’ Jenny commented ruefully. Most people ignored government pleas not to hoard: Susan and her daughters guarded their sugar reserves jealously, and it was an open secret that a man from Cambridge had filled his holiday bungalow with coal.

Worries about food shortages forced people all over Britain to think carefully about whether they should feed their pets – some owners thought it kinder to put animals down rather than subject them to the aerial bombardment that was expected daily. Tortoises, like Alec, were spared: hibernation made them unobtrusive and when they appeared their demands were minimal. It was harder to make a case for carnivores. ‘Much wailing and sobbing because mother had our cat Henry … shot,’ Muriel confided to her diary. ‘Although he has never been a successful cat & had worms and diarrhoea very badly & an insatiable appetite, so Mother said we weren’t to cure him again as perhaps we should not have enough food for him soon. Perhaps she is right but it seems a shame. He was so sweet sometimes.’ The next day she added, ‘Mother said she would have had Happy the old cat shot as well only the man with the gun could not find him. Happy had two abscesses on his head from fighting but as two have cured… he is to remain as he does not eat hardly anything.’

Around 400,000 cats and dogs3 – mainly cats – were killed soon after war was declared and London Zoo destroyed its snakes for fear of them escaping during an air raid. The carnage slowed as owners remembered their pets’ practical attributes: cats kept rodents at bay while dogs and birds appeared to possess a preternatural gift for knowing – well ahead of the siren – when bombers were on their way. In 1940 some pet owners claimed, with justification, that their animal could distinguish between enemy and friendly aircraft. The Duchess of Gloucester,4 who spent the war at a farm in Northamptonshire, said her dogs and ponies showed distress at the approach of enemy planes but were unmoved by Allied aircraft. An advertisement in The Times5 urged readers to buy pheasants as an early-warning system as the birds were said to grow visibly nervous before any human detected the sound of an approaching bomber. Letters to the editor pleaded with Britons to show tolerance to the unfortunate dachshund, who could not help his German name. Vera Brittain pointed out that6 ‘Behind the letter lies the implication … that had they been German-bred, ill-treating them wouldn’t have mattered.’

Xenophobia was not restricted to dogs. On 10 March Jenny reported: ‘New sensational tale! The IRA has been trying to poison our waterworks. Someone found a barrel of poison in a haystack near the reservoir. The boy who told me knows it is true because the boy who told him has a brother in the army and he knows for certain.’

The rumour was probably sparked by news that two IRA bombs had exploded in London injuring twelve people. The blast was a reminder that Britain already had enemies within its shores and coincided with a subtle shift in the public’s mood. A few days earlier Muriel had heard her first air-raid siren and described it as ‘… a very weird wail … like an ill animal’. That month Jenny noted, ‘Things seem very peculiar,’ and that the farmer, normally whipped into a frenzy of war production, had not ploughed for two days. Matthew, too, had become obsessed with the paraphernalia of war: he searched the skies for planes and took great pleasure in showing visitors local defence works, searchlights and the aerodrome – the sisters worried that they might be arrested under the Official Secrets Act.

Muriel found the changing landscape depressing: ‘It seems so awful to think that all that development and building can be done so quickly for destruction and wars, yet if any social developments and improvements are to be done it takes years and no end of talk first.’

Older inhabitants of Snettisham remembered the Great War and the village’s vulnerability to attack. The Wash acted as a huge aerial signpost, much like the Thames in London, and St Mary’s Church spire, which at 175 feet was the second tallest in Norfolk, after Norwich Cathedral’s, stretched heavenwards like an overeager pupil demanding to be noticed. In 1915 a zeppelin dropped a bomb in the field close to the church, shattering the glass on the east side. The new windows paid tribute to the parish’s forty-four men who had perished in the Great War and reminded the village that, despite its remoteness from the centre of power, its sons could still die in battle.

The National Service (Armed Forces) Act of the previous September made all fit men between the ages of eighteen and forty-one liable for military service. The call-up was slow and systematic. Generally, the youngest joined first and by May 1940 anyone who was twenty-seven or below should have registered, unless they were in a reserved occupation. Over the next few months, Muriel and Jenny heard of customers and neighbours who either had relatives in the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), which had been posted to France, or were in it themselves, as part of the Anglo-French Alliance. The man from the next village who had delivered groceries was found dead in his lorry in France and a customer asked the garage to collect his car from Tewkesbury because he had suddenly been posted across the Channel. Matthew considered sending a pork pie to his brother in the BEF, but Jenny warned that it would not be fit to eat when it arrived. A nearby holiday-camp owner fretted that he had no customers for the summer: in peacetime he had taken all his August bookings by the previous Christmas. To make matters worse his two sons were in uniform: one was serving with the BEF and the other was a merchant seaman, exposed to mines and U-boats. The vicar’s son was called up, and Jenny took over his position as secretary of the local WEA between knitting mittens for servicemen. There was general relief when he caught measles, delaying his departure and giving him a few more weeks of civilian life.

The sisters’ role at the petrol pumps was becoming uncomfortable: drivers put pressure on them to break the rules. A ‘ghastly man’, a Cockney, tried to ‘wangle’ some petrol out of Muriel. ‘He adopted a most pugnacious bullying attitude’ while his wife and children watched from their car. On another occasion a ‘ration coupon swindler’ swept up, then sped away when he spotted a police car. Jenny did not record how she recognised him as such but he must have been of a clearly defined type, like the Land Girls, the ‘vackies’ (evacuees) or the ‘conchies’ (conscientious objectors). This was a time when labels stuck, and the sisters were anxious not to be squeezed into the wrong pigeonhole. When Muriel was out shopping with Matthew she saw some old school-friends and ‘hoped that seeing me with M (he’s very fat) and the Oldsmobile – they would not think I’d married a war profiteer!’.

On 14 March the sisters’ petrol failed to arrive and they were told that it had been dispatched instead to the RAF. A few days later when supplies appeared the delivery driver told them he was so busy he had to eat his meals as he drove. Muriel wondered how, if there was already a petrol shortage, they would manage if the war lasted several years: ‘… what are we going to sell if we can’t get any petrol and how is everyone going to get about? I was talking to a man yesterday who still has 10 gals, buried in the garden!’ To confirm her fears, the bank-holiday weekend was deathly quiet: the sisters normally heard cars droning through Snettisham all night, but now there was silence. Their takings for the weekend came to a third of the amount they had earned during the same weekend in the previous year.

Amid this uncertainty and rumour there was an insatiable hunger for accurate, up-to-the-minute news. The nascent television service was shut down ‘for the duration’, but had had such a limited audience that it was hardly missed. The wireless, which had not existed during the Great War, held sway. Radio programmes were broadcast via the new Home Service, which replaced national and regional networks. The day was punctuated by six news bulletins and families gathered religiously for the nine o’clock news. In the early months of the war, the BBC fell far short of what its audience demanded. The news was remorselessly upbeat and frequently contradictory. Worse, the other programmes were dull. Listeners complained about dreary organ recitals and tedious public announcements.

The one source of entertainment was the clipped, excitable English voice that broadcast from Hamburg and Bremen. It sounded like that of an ‘old-fashioned schoolmaster, loaded with sarcasm’.7 A Daily Express columnist had already nicknamed an announcer working from Breslau for the Germans ‘Winnie of Warsaw’ and on 14 September 1939 published a feature about enemy broadcasting: ‘A gent I’d like to meet8 is moaning periodically from Zeesen. He speaks English of the haw-haw, dammit-get-out-of-my-way variety, and his strong suit is gentlemanly indignation.’ Thus ‘haw-haw’ originally described upper-class announcers whose identity eluded their British listeners but the name soon became associated solely with William Joyce.

Joyce was born in New York and grew up in Ireland. As a young man he moved to London and joined the British Union of Fascists where he worked closely with Sir Oswald Mosley, who encouraged his fervent anti-Semitic and anti-Communist views. In August 1939, Joyce slipped out of Britain with his wife days before new rules were introduced to detain those sympathetic to Nazism. In Berlin the couple found work as English-language announcers for Reichsrundfunk, Germany’s version of the BBC, which broadcast from transmitters in Hamburg, Bremen, Cologne and Zeesen. By 1940, Lord Haw-Haw and his catchphrase, ‘Gerrr-many calling! Gerrr-many calling!’, were as familiar as Chamberlain and Hitler.

Haw-Haw was Hitler’s advance guard, invading British homes and speaking to the occupants in their own language. His distinctive, comical delivery added to his appeal and that he remained a disembodied voice increased his mystique. It did not matter that the ‘news’ he broadcast had barely half a grain of truth in it, or that he ranted about Jews and Communists: he was neither mealy-mouthed, like the BBC announcers, nor bland, like the interminable organ recitals. At a time of little or no news he was the most interesting thing on the air. A Norfolk schoolboy’s comment summed up his new celebrity status: ‘I wish Lord Haw-Haw would give a commentary on our skating.’

Jenny switched to a German radio station after the BBC assured its audience that reports of enemy planes over Norfolk were false. She had just spotted a second German aircraft swooping low over the countryside. Muriel tuned in to Germany for other reasons: as BBC reception deteriorated, she found it ‘far pleasanter listening to Bremen, it does not fade and is perfectly clear. We are getting quite fond of Der Golden Sieben [she was probably referring to a popular German dance band]’. A secret report by the BBC9 showed that at the end of January 1940 one in six adults listened to German propaganda regularly, three out of six people occasionally and two never. The majority of the regulars were thought to be intelligent and well-educated, including 30 per cent of the The Times’s readership, which carried the German stations’ wavelengths and programme schedules.

The traitor Joyce was the first in a line of faceless bogeymen who emerged in 1940 to taunt and worry the British people. Like ‘fifth columnists’ and spies, Lord Haw-Haw was ubiquitous and omniscient. Snettisham’s cobbler claimed that a reliable source had told him who Lord Haw-Haw was and that he had stayed in the village the previous summer. In another version of the story, he had lived in the next village where he had organised meetings for Fascist sympathisers. Garage customers insisted they knew Lord Haw-Haw’s identity or that a friend had met him. Jenny wondered whether the broadcaster was having the same effect in other parts of Britain. He was.

Many remember Lord Haw-Haw as little more than a figure of fun, that his broadcasts perked up dreary days and blacked-out nights. This was probably true for most of the population but he upset a significant minority. Muriel reported that Mrs F, an elderly friend, was ‘genuinely frightened’ by him and said every night that she would not listen to him, but could not resist twiddling the dial until she found his voice.

Haw-Haw’s popularity increased as the Phoney War drew to a close. He was said to know what was happening in the tiniest village and his special forte was in telling whether a clock had stopped there. Of course, only the inhabitants knew he was wrong. Some believed he could instruct the Luftwaffe to bomb certain targets or people against whom he had developed a grudge during his time in London. The wife of a former mayor10 of Shoreditch, for example, was blamed for an air raid because she had berated Lord Haw-Haw for putting up a Fascist poster during the London County Council election of 1937.

As 1940 progressed, the BBC started to fight back with a more interesting, home-grown selection of entertainment. Tommy Handley’s ITMA (It’s That Man Again) introduced a series of characters who were as ridiculous as Haw-Haw, but who were on the right side. In a gentle dig at the Ministry of Information, the fast-talking Handley became the Minister of Aggravation and Mysteries and made his audiences laugh through a mixture of wordplay, satire and plain silliness. Gradually a battalion of characters from the clattering charlady, Mrs Mopp (‘can I do yer now, sir?’), to the sozzled Colonel Chinstrap (‘I don’t mind if I do’) rose up to see off Haw-Haw.

By the end of March another voice was making an impression. Muriel recorded in her diary that Mrs F was ‘quite recovered from last Sunday’s jitters, and fully confident of victory! Thinks the Germans nearly beaten! All this change of attitude due to listening to Churchill’s speech last night! It just shows how she is influenced by the last form of propaganda she has heard.’
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Ludwig and Hilda – Life as an ‘Enemy Alien’
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The train jolts to a standstill at the railway station. The soldiers jump down and start to round up the prisoners, who are tired and bewildered; some of the older men are pale after the long journey in cramped conditions behind blacked-out windows. They line up outside the station to cross the town, which has a subdued, out-of-season air. The cafés and restaurants, guesthouses and hotels are empty. A few local people stare, but not unkindly.

Cliffs bear down on the town, which looks out on to a sweeping bay of perfect sand punctuated by brightly painted fishing-boats. The prisoners march to a flat-roofed 1930s building, which squats behind two barbed-wire fences. At regular intervals guards emerge from watch-towers to stamp down the muddy duckboards that lead to their mess room. The new prisoners are allotted numbers and their meagre possessions searched yet again; a guard hands over their files to the camp’s intelligence officer. They are led to flimsy plywood huts that wheeze and groan in the wind. Each chooses a bunk bed and huddles under a thin blanket until it is time for the twice daily roll-call, when the camp’s several hundred inmates muster in the dining room.

Food is in short supply and it is rumoured that the guards are pilfering rations to sell on the black market. As in any prison, some men know instinctively how to work the system: through ingenuity or, more often, good contacts. These are the prisoners who dine off the best cuts of meat or treats bought in some far-off delicatessen, rather than watery soup and rotting vegetables. For other prisoners Red Cross parcels boost the meagre fare. The technically minded feel the cold less because they have secret, home-made heaters, which regularly push up the camp’s electricity bill, to the consternation of its commander.

Everyone learns how to live at close quarters with the disparate groups who share the camp: Jews with Nazis, Communists with Fascists, intellectuals with pastry chefs, trade-union leaders with capitalists. Everyone worries about the immediate future, not daring to think more than a week ahead, but keeping this out of the censored twenty-four-line letters they are allowed to send to their loved ones twice weekly. With time on their hands, the intellectuals think and teach. They organise lectures and discussion groups. A camp newsletter, the Wall, flourishes briefly before the authorities decide it might foment unrest. Young men snatch the chance to resume their studies or to stretch their minds in a way that is only possible in a confined space: they learn Spanish, French and Russian, or work with a professor who had taught at the London School of Economics. The older men play chess or argue about politics.

The lights go out at 10 p.m. Most climb into bed fully clothed, as some defence against the cold, and wake to the plaintive cawing of seagulls wheeling overhead. The air tastes of salt and in bad weather the sea creeps over the road and seeps into the already waterlogged camp. Tennis courts, a swimming-pool and football pitch remind the prisoners of happier times spent among friends and family.

Ludwig Baruch arrived at the aliens’ internment camp in the winter of 1939. His new home was a former holiday camp at Seaton, on the south coast of Devon, a few miles from Lyme Regis. He and his ailing father, Daniel, had been held in various cells and makeshift prisons since their arrest in Liverpool less than a month after Britain declared war on Germany. The Baruch family had already been buffeted by one world war: when Britain and Germany fell out in 1914, Daniel was working as a patent lawyer in England and engaged to Hedwig, an educated young woman from a devout Jewish family in Hanover. They abandoned their plans to honeymoon on the Isle of Wight and Daniel returned to Hamburg where he enlisted in the army. His war lasted less than a year: in 1915, he collapsed while marching to Poland and was found, barely conscious, in a ditch. He spent the next few years working as the manager of a waste-recycling plant in north Germany. The couple’s first son, Ludwig, was born in Hamburg in 1917; two more boys soon followed, and Hedwig struggled to cope with post-war food shortages and tuberculosis.

In 1928 Daniel left his family in Germany to set up a raw-wool business in England for his brother, Louis. Liverpool and Hamburg were similar cities: two ports that looked out over the sea on which their livelihood depended, and whose hinterland was coloured by migrants from all over Europe.

Daniel became convinced that his family’s fortunes lay in Liverpool and, amid much bitterness, broke with his brother to set up on his own as a wool merchant in Fazakerley Street. Hedwig and their youngest son, Ury, left Hamburg to join him, but Walter and Ludwig stayed on. Their free time was spent hiking through the pine forests and over the Lüneburger heath-land that borders Hamburg and they enjoyed the tail end of German liberalism before Hitler swept to power and Nazism became the overriding dogma. Ludwig made friends easily with the other boys in his class, even though he was the only Jew. Some of his teachers had fought in the Great War and a few boys had lost their fathers to it; one or two students joined the Hitler Youth but Ludwig was never troubled by anti-Semitic taunts. His first experience of oppression was political, rather than racial, and occurred when a teacher ordered him not to wear a shirt that proclaimed support for the Social Democratic Workers’ Youth Movement.

Incessant political debate provided the backdrop to Ludwig’s early life. He was precociously interested in what went on in the wider world, absorbed in the political cut and thrust of newspapers such as the Berliner Tageblatt, the Hamburger Fremdenblatt and Vossische Zeitung. In September 1930, he and Walter joined their parents and younger brother in Liverpool and watched as if through a telescope the Nazi Party gaining a stranglehold on their country. When Hitler came to power Hedwig wept for days, in the grip of anxiety for her country and race.

Ludwig’s political antennae sprang into action when he saw police ruthlessly put down an unemployment demonstration in Liverpool. From then on, he looked out for injustice and found it in the most unlikely place. One day in 1931 he was sent out for firelighters, which came wrapped in a newspaper that told a story as incendiary as his purchase. In the crumpled pages of the Daily Worker he read about the ‘Invergordon Mutiny’ in which sailors on ships off the north-east coast of Scotland had protested at swingeing wage cuts. They had been introduced by a coalition government determined to trim public spending in the face of worldwide depression. Ludwig started to read the paper regularly and joined the Young Communist League (YCL), although he used a pseudonym to protect his parents. Hedwig and Daniel wanted only to blend into their new surroundings but they could not ignore what was happening to the Jewish friends and family they had left in Germany. The large house they had moved to, and from which Hedwig taught German, became a natural staging-post for refugees who had lost their jobs or feared for their lives in Nazi Germany.

All three boys seemed destined for university but Ludwig was headstrong and politically driven. He was regularly in trouble for not wearing school uniform and was finally expelled: as a punishment he had been made to write lines but instead of copying out the given sentence he had transcribed the ‘Internationale’ in French. His allegiance to Communism made it difficult for him to find work: Daniel called in business favours and pleaded with friends but each potential employer refused to take on his son unless he agreed to leave the YCL. Finally, the Donegal Tweed Company offered him a place in its trimmings department, where he learnt how to prepare pockets and linings for garments. Ludwig was free to follow his political inclinations – which he did with a vengeance.

He joined the Tailors and Garment Workers Union and became a close friend of Harold Martin, a passionate trade-unionist who had spent most of the Great War on the run from the police because of his vehement pacifist views. Ludwig recruited workers to the union and to the YCL, then joined the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB). At the Donegal Tweed Company he campaigned for higher wages and paid holidays, and when two brothers were sacked for requesting time off the whole factory walked out in a much-publicised strike. It lasted a week and the workers’ demands were met in full. Other factories followed its lead and Ludwig gained a reputation among the police as a Soviet agent and agitator.

He became friends with Jack Jones, then a docker and later leader of the Transport and General Workers Union. Jack remembers him as a small but spirited2 man, who spoke with a strong German accent. Ludwig might have felt a twinge of jealousy that Jack had been wounded in the Spanish Civil War: the CPGB had decreed that he was more useful to them in Britain. Ludwig also knew Alf Froom, leader of the Tram Workers’ Union and editor of its newspaper, Speed. Alf had a daughter called Hilda: in her, Ludwig had met his match.

Hilda was steeped in the ideology of the Left. Her father had joined the Communist Party because he felt let down by the Labour Party’s tepid support of workers in the General Strike of 1926, and her older brother had been arrested for demonstrating against a rally in support of Oswald Mosley. At seventeen Hilda joined the YCL and raised money for Communists fighting in the Spanish Civil War. Her family’s home became a safe-house for refugees fleeing Nazi Germany. She met Ludwig at a birthday party for Tom Mann, an important figure in British trade-unionism who had helped organise the London Dock Strike of 1889 and was a founder of the CPGB.

Technically, Ludwig was still a German citizen and when, in 1936, the German consul in Liverpool told Daniel that his eldest son must enlist in the army, Daniel lied that he had left for the USA. That year, he and Hedwig applied for British citizenship; if they had been successful, their whole family would have become British. However, they were turned down, and again in 1938 – almost certainly due to Ludwig’s political activities. Although they sympathised with some of his views, Hedwig and Daniel believed that if they distanced themselves from him politically they might acquire the necessary veneer of respectability. Ludwig moved into a flat a few doors away from his parents; Jack, his wife and baby lived in the rooms below, and Hilda visited often. The couple would roar off on Ludwig’s motorbike or borrow Daniel’s car to drive to North Wales where they camped and met up with other young people from Liverpool’s Left.

On 3 September 1939 British citizenship became a life-changing requirement. That Sunday afternoon, after Neville Chamberlain had proclaimed that ‘This country is at war with Germany’, Ludwig was told to report to his nearest police station. He was ordered not to use his motorbike or bicycle and to hand over his maps; from now on his every movement was monitored. Fearing that he was about to be interned, he made sure that his books and papers were safe in a secret place. Less than a fortnight earlier the Soviet Union had signed a non-aggression pact with Germany and on 17 September Stalin’s army marched into eastern Poland. The Soviet Union’s stance provided instant vindication for everyone who had been wary of Communism and its followers; for Britain’s Communists it was a bitter blow.

On 15 October Ludwig and Daniel, who was now sixty-three and suffering from a heart complaint, were summoned to appear before magistrates. Hilda and a union secretary were told to wait outside the court while Ludwig was asked a single question, to which he did not know the answer: where was his passport? The police took him back to his flat where he was told to pack some clothes while the officers searched his room. They found nothing. At Dale Street police station he was fingerprinted, photographed and locked up in a blacked-out cell. He was not allowed to telephone anyone but when news of his arrest leaked out, books, newspapers and food poured into the police station. Furious at the way he was being treated he turned to Shakespeare’s plays and sonnets for solace. On the second day of his imprisonment he was joined by a middle-aged German sailor, Apel, a member of the Communist Party of Germany. His arrival cheered Ludwig so much that when they were taken with Daniel in a Black Maria to Lime Street railway station he could see the absurdity of the situation. Their guards, two young soldiers, briefed to watch over the ‘dangerous’ prisoners, were bemused to discover that their charges were an earnest young trade-unionist, a middle-aged sailor and an ailing wool merchant. Their destination compounded their bafflement: they were making for a Butlin’s holiday camp at Clacton-on-Sea, Essex. Hilda and Hedwig waved them off.

Ludwig, who was drawn instinctively to the ‘ordinary’ man, befriended his guards for the first of what became many times. At Liverpool Street the three prisoners stacked their luggage in a pile and watched it with their guards’ rifles while the soldiers went in search of food and drink. At Clacton the prisoners were driven by Rolls-Royce to the camp where a doctor ordered Daniel to be taken on a stretcher to hospital.

The camp had been opened a year earlier but already looked shabby. The pirates’ grotto, with its skull and flashing eye-sockets, appeared macabre with no children to squeal at it. Ludwig was one of around three hundred3 ‘aliens’ classified as ‘Category A’ and locked up shortly after the outbreak of war. In 1938 MI5, with the help of Special Branch, had compiled a list of potentially dangerous foreigners, then sent their details to chief constables in sealed envelopes that were to be opened in the event of war. By the spring of 1938, 30,000 refugees had flooded into4 Britain. As war seemed inevitable, the need to keep track of them became imperative. Germans or Austrians of ‘dubious character’ were imprisoned, but the term was open to interpretation and abuse: for some tribunals set up to assess individuals, fighting in the Spanish Civil War and supporting socialism or pacifism offered sufficient justification for internment. As the threat of invasion grew, from mid-1940, the reasons became more arbitrary.

After Ludwig was moved from Clacton to another former holiday camp, Warners in Seaton, he concentrated his thoughts on the tribunal that he felt sure would secure his release. Hilda became his only link with the outside world, the channel through which he dared to pour out his worries and hopes for the future. In return she fed him titbits of news and reassured him that he would soon be free. But letters from one end of England to the other were slow and were sometimes returned to the sender with a harsh warning from the postal censor: ‘The communication returned in this cover constitutes a breach of the Defence Regulations. The writer is warned to be careful in future. The communication will be allowed to proceed if the passage or passages referring to movement of ships are omitted, and if it is re-posted to the address in the usual way …’

At the end of October Ludwig complained that he had not received a single letter from Hilda. He was desperate to know what was being done to secure his release and urged her to ensure that his trade union had engaged a ‘competent solicitor’. He was hungry too:

I am very sorry if I have to bother you with all sorts of requests, but you are the only contact I have with the outside world. Please send the following things: some cod liver oil or emulsion, tin of treacle, piece of cheese, tasty bread, chocolate, some lard or margarine, a little fruit that keeps, sewing materials, woollen scarf, motor cycle coat for rain, pyjamas and also the things I indicated in last letter particularly the text books and some exercise books. Thank you. (Don’t forget warm socks.) I am settling down a little now. I hope the internment won’t last long; write, and also send the things I asked for, it would make a lot of difference. I hope you have settled down a little without me, be brave; you are always in my mind. Some day luck will come our way and we will be very happy together. Please be very careful with the money, you never know whether I won’t need some when I am released or you may want it yourself. Darling be careful – go to bed early – don’t do anything silly – and when you are downhearted think of the lovely times we have spent together. Keep smiling!

Many thousand kisses, yours Ludwig.

He wrote to her with an overcoat and blanket wrapped round his legs against the damp cold that seeped through the plywood walls, having composed the letter in his head during the endless dull hours of that day. In November Hilda’s letter arrived, with books, cigarettes and chocolate, all of which he devoured before he replied: ‘I am possessed by a peculiar feeling of loneliness, which you can help me to overcome if you write to me about your feelings, attitude and estimation of experiences as far as possible.’ He urged her to dress well and to enjoy herself while saving as much money as possible so that she could visit him. ‘Please do not forget that we will be married almost as soon as I am free and working again!’ he added, and enclosed some of Shakespeare’s sonnets. Despite his misery he reminded her to tell the union that whatever happened to him he would remain ‘true to the Union principles’ and that the ‘struggles of the British people will always remain very dear to me’.

Hilda’s letters convey a forced joviality mixed with news of the practical steps that were being taken to secure his release. ‘All my love and many kisses (to be cashed at an early date),’ she ended in November, then added sternly, ‘Of course, we must not forget the lads in tougher spots than you.’ She told him of her trips to see films, whose titles reveal the obsessions of the time – Confessions of a Nazi Spy and I Was a Spy, and complained that in the blackout it was ‘blooming awful groping to find the way to the tram’ but people had learnt to find their way around by smell. Once she had been in Lloyds Bank when the air-raid siren sounded: customers and staff alike had had to shelter in the vaults and someone fused the lights, which exploded with a bang that made them all jump. On another occasion she saw the survivors of a ship sunk by the Germans and was struck by the pain of a man who had lost his wife and their baby girl. His anguish forced her to see the bright side of their own predicament – that Ludwig was not in the forces and that they were not married: ‘I would have been in some other damned camp with barbed wire around it … They have funny ways of judging enemies – It seems to be whether or not I have a ring on my finger.’ She was not embarrassed by her boyfriend’s internment, although when children asked where ‘Uncle Lou’ had gone she said that he was ‘at school’.

Ludwig said he jumped with joy when he received his first long letter from Hilda, and added that the nights reminded him of their time together: ‘Down here the moon appeared magically bright and spread a very strange and beautiful light over the surrounding hills.’ Despite their separation, both were optimistic about the future. Ludwig wrote, ‘I am determined that the children that may be born to us shall never have to live in a world like … our parents left us to face; this war I feel sure will finish off once and for all those forces which have repeatedly driven millions of people to misery and destruction.’ The guards confirmed his belief in the essential goodness of humanity: ‘In fact many qualities of character inherent in the British people and particularly the common people have been so heavily underlined and emphasised so as to make this country very dear to me at a time when I felt justly very hurt about my own fate.’

He spent much time talking to the other prisoners and reminded Hilda to send him textbooks on physics, chemistry, maths, French, Russian, Italian and Spanish. In December he attended a celebration of the Jewish festival of Chanukkah – ‘But is it not the limit of irony? German-Jewish refugees celebrating the victory over Persian tyranny 2,500 years ago, in an English internment camp.’

Just before Christmas Hilda, who had been saving hard for the train fare, visited Ludwig. She spent a whole day travelling to spend an hour with him. Ludwig had begged his mother not to visit Daniel, who was in hospital near Plymouth, as he feared his heart would give out under the emotional strain. At Seaton, Ludwig and Hilda sat at either side of a wide table, unable even to exchange a kiss. On her return to Liverpool, she wrote:

You can imagine how merry I am when I cant even waive [sic] to you over the barbed wire in case I suddenly invent some kind of semaphore or Morse. It’s a good job I have a plain hat or they may think I have concealed earphones – God knows what I might hear! We didn’t really appreciate how happy we were together, but I think this parting will make a big difference to us in the future – it will make us appreciate how lucky we are to have each other – it will be like starting all over again with a much deeper understanding and affection for each other.

But even Hilda’s irrepressible optimism faltered as the months of separation dragged on. Vera Lynn’s ‘We’ll Meet Again’ gave her ‘the pip’, and although she still went to dances she complained that it was difficult to manoeuvre round a room with someone wearing army boots. She threw all her energy into trying to arrange for Ludwig to appear before a tribunal and wrote to Eleanor Rathbone, an MP who campaigned on behalf of refugees. She wore a locket with Ludwig’s picture in it and increasingly found herself defending him.

She also joined Britain’s Air Raid Precautions (ARP) network, a group of men and women who ensured their communities were well protected against bombardment. Their duties ranged from filling sandbags to checking that the blackout was properly enforced. During a raid they were expected to direct the rescue services, comfort victims and guide survivors to shelters. They learnt first aid, how to deal with minor fires and to identify poison gas. Once, during a practice, someone said that all Germans should be interned or wiped out; she pointed out that ‘German’ was not synonymous with ‘Nazi’, and fulminated to Ludwig:

I think it is a damned scandal that you, and people like you, are interned and have to share the same accommodation as Nazi-minded people off U-boats, and as they cant distinguish anti-Nazis from Nazis when they capture a crew, they ought [to] give you entirely separate camps. It must be terrible for a person who hates nazi-ism so much as you do to have to share accommodation with them.

Early in 1940 Ludwig was taken to the Oratory School in Brompton Road, Chelsea, where it was decided whether or not aliens should be locked up. There he waited among the children’s paintings and the neatly labelled coat-hooks to face the tribunal that would decide his fate. Later that day he returned to Seaton, unaware that it would be several months before he learnt the outcome. Hilda posted him his kitbag so that he could pack and be ready to come home. The daffodil, tulip and crocus bulbs that she had sent him were just starting to appear beneath the barbed wire.
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Listening to Hitler – The BBC’s Monitoring Service

[image: images]

In the spring of 1940 Britons had many new sounds to adjust to. Easily the most chilling was the wail of the air-raid siren, but perhaps the most bizarre came from a teashop in the centre of a market-garden town in Worcestershire. There, among the restrained chink of china, Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini could be heard ranting to their public. Herr Schmidt, an interpreter, tried to convey the gist of the dictators’ speeches to the teashop’s customers without causing offence. He was not translating from the wireless: George Weidenfeld, a talented mimic and linguist, was using his perfect command of Italian and German to bring alive Hitler, Mussolini and their interpreter to devastating comic effect.

Weidenfeld, who became famous as a publisher, and was also made a life peer, found an audience who appreciated the nuances of his linguistic somersaults in Evesham. Many of the teashop’s customers at that time were polyglots in their own right3 and competed with each other to produce the most polished translation of Petrarch’s sonnets or deciphered Egyptian hieroglyphs for fun. Many, also like Weidenfeld, were Jews who had fled Europe just before the Nazi war machine had threatened their lives. They had left behind families they feared they might never see again.

The first of these carefully selected translators arrived in Evesham on a red double-decker bus that had picked them up from London a few days before the outbreak of war. Later recruits were given a voucher with ‘Somewhere in the country’4 printed on it and told to go to Paddington station where a ticket clerk sabotaged the attempt at secrecy by announcing confidently, ‘That’s Evesham.’ Most had answered an advertisement that had appeared in The Times in the spring of 1939 for native speakers of European languages. The job, which paid £300 a year, plus board and lodgings, was a lifeline for the many destitute refugees who hung around in the lobbies of London hotels, in their over-long coats and loud ties, hoping to pick up tips on the cheapest lodgings and how to earn money. Before they could take up the linguistic position, which remained unnamed until the last minute, they had to pass an exacting test of their skill in translation. Weidenfeld, who had left his parents in Vienna to come to Britain in August 1938, now sat on a bench beside a Portuguese colonial doctor, a Maltese impresario of circus acts and other Central European intellectuals, some clutching dictionaries. They were asked to transcribe English summaries of a long-winded French radio talk on military manoeuvres in the Alps, followed by a short news bulletin from Radio Paris, with commentary on Hitler’s ‘rape of Czechoslovakia’. Three weeks later Weidenfeld was interviewed by a bureaucrat and a radio producer, who asked him whether he had ever belonged to an extreme organisation, such as the Nazi or Communist Party, what he thought of the British, whether he was emotionally stable and how he felt about his native Austria. Shortly afterwards he received a letter saying he would be employed as a BBC monitor for three months, or the duration of the National Emergency, whichever was the shorter.

Ewald Osers, a German-educated Czech Jew who had left Prague to study in London, impressed the interviewer with his mastery of German shorthand. Recruits like him and Weidenfeld arrived for their first day’s work at the grand entrance to a late Victorian mansion called Wood Norton Hall just outside Evesham, between Cheltenham and Stratford-on-Avon. They were taken through what became known as the Golden Gates to the former home of the Due d’Orléans, a pretender to the French throne who had scattered fleur-de-lis motifs over the mansion’s taps and lavatory cisterns. The BBC had bought the house secretly in 1939 as a bolt-hole to which they could evacuate their operations if war broke out. It offered magisterial views of the Malvern Hills and the river Avon but also, far more importantly, excellent radio reception.

In 1940 Evesham was a tranquil town and the refugees who drifted past its Norman arches and Tudor buildings might have wondered whether they had stumbled on to the set of a Shakespeare play. The local people, on whom they were billeted, must have been equally startled by their exotic guests: at a time when anything foreign or unusual was viewed with deep suspicion, the BBC monitors flaunted their unconventionality, particularly in the way they dressed. The farmers and market gardeners became used to seeing the ‘shaggy White Russian’5 in his ankle-length overcoat with the astrakhan collar and galoshes, George Weidenfeld in riding breeches, the dashing Pole who frequently wore white tie and tails, and the Scandinavian who regularly appeared naked at his bedroom window. Even the British-born staff at Wood Norton were unusual: one woman cycled to work in billowing Adriatic beach pyjamas, and another rode a horse, which she tethered to the Golden Gates. The local people kept their distance from the newcomers, who struggled to understand puns and the quintessentially English characterisations on ITMA, and worked odd hours: they often took time off in the middle of the week when everyone else was labouring in the fields. Some foreigners preferred their own coffee-house culture to the local pub so sometimes appeared standoffish, and their precise English caused misunderstandings. Weidenfeld was baffled by his landlady’s6 malapropisms: she described him as ‘morose’ when she meant ‘thoughtful’ and ‘resilient’ rather than ‘responsive’. She also confused ‘cataract’ with ‘catastrophe’. When a wealthy family invited him to tea the lady of the house asked him whether he knew the Goerings, perhaps assuming that everyone was as well connected as she was and revealing a total misunderstanding of the political situation abroad.

One billet was so bleak that it became known as ‘Wuthering Heights’7: typists often had to share beds. Ewald Osers was shocked by some of the unpatriotic remarks he heard at the breakfast table. Some farmers refused to carry
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