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INTRODUCTION
            

“Whilst being a prisoner of war was not a particularly recommended occupation, it was, for all but a few, better than being dead.”
            
Peter John Conder, aimless schoolboy, reluctant advertising executive, Second Lieutenant Royal Corps of Signals, POW Number 346, Skokholm Island warden, director of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB)

Nearly six million men fought for Britain in the Second World War. Probably all considered the possibility that they might be wounded or killed. But an army psychologist discovered a remarkable fact: hardly any imagined they would be taken prisoner. It was a thought beyond contemplation; degrading, dispiriting captivity at the hands of the enemy for an indefinite period of time. That was too much for their minds to bear.
This book follows the stories of four men who overcame hunger, hardship, fear and stultifying boredom to bring purpose to their lives behind barbed wire. Through natural history, and especially birds, they regained self-respect and a passion for living. In the words of one, birds “occupied hundreds and hundreds of hours during which, in spirit, I was not confined.” Though up to five years of their young lives were stolen under imprisonment, they all returned home determined to make something of themselves. And they did.
         
Peter Conder became director of the RSPB, transforming it from a tiny amateurish club into an enduring force for nature conservation. George Waterston established Fair Isle as a bird observatory and became a founder of wildlife tourism when he established an osprey nestwatch at Loch Garten that would attract more than two million visitors and massive publicity over the following decades. John Buxton, the teacher of them all, wrote The Redstart, one of the most acclaimed and lyrical natural history books of the twentieth century, and left a legacy of profound and moving war poetry. And John Barrett acknowledged the debt that he owed natural history for providing solace in his darkest days by opening it up for millions to enjoy: arguably the inventor of the modern guided walk, and author of the century’s most popular seashore guide, he taught and encouraged thousands.
         
These men found meaning among squalor and their enthusiasm and indomitable spirit inspired others in the POW camps. We hope their story inspires you.
         



    

  
    
      
         
THE CAST
            

Main Characters
         
Name: Edward John Mawby Buxton
            
Rank: Second Lieutenant, 1st Independent Company
            
Date and place of birth: 16th December 1912, Bramwell, Cheshire
            
Education: Malvern and New College, Oxford
            

“Strongly built, darkly handsome and intelligent, sensitive to the point of seeming to have fewer skins than other men”, John Buxton was gifted with three aces in his hand, yet always seemed to complain about not having been given a fourth. His father was a Lancashire cotton mill owner, his home a large mansion in Wilmslow, Cheshire, with a walled garden, greenhouses and stables. He travelled widely in Europe with his family, and his father encouraged him to pursue interests in birdwatching, literature and archaeology.
Packed off to Malvern School, Buxton scooped up prizes in English, Greek and Latin, displaying the formidable intelligence that would make him – as a friend later commented – “always the cleverest person in the room”. New College, Oxford followed, and he graduated in 1935 with a Masters degree in literature. He was already a brilliant student of literature, a poet, linguist, archaeologist and ornithologist. But what would he do next?
         
[image: ]

Buxton had one certainty about his future career: “I shall not go into business NEVER,” he wrote to Christopher Cox, his former tutor at Oxford, thus incurring his father’s displeasure. He told his parents that he would do whatever turned up for the next three years. Sure enough, for that allotted period, he searched for direction, revealing in his letters a tendency towards self-pity and unrelenting criticism of others. “I have refrained from plaguing you with my chronic state of unemployment for some time,” he wrote to his tutor, after flunking an interview at the Victoria and Albert Museum. Two months later, he mused: “If I were to write or rather publish anything which was well-received I think my father would then be prepared to give me enough to be independent.” After Buxton abandoned an archaeological dig in Palestine when it did not meet his expectations, Cox was trenchant in outlining the young man’s shortcomings. “I’m sorry to preach but I do think that you have at present rather a tendency to expect perfection almost as a right and then not only to be disappointed but to be bitter when (as is usually likely to occur) you don’t find it and to give way to gloom expressed in resentment when things go wrong.”
         
Frustrated by his lack of job success at home – “It seems to me that I have a striking dearth of irons in the fire – the only jobs are museum jobs and I can’t say there seem to be many of them” – Buxton went to Norway in 1937, where he spent his time teaching English to the king’s aide-de-camp and gained some kind of maturity. In those months, Buxton discovered he had a gift for teaching. His Norwegian employer thought so too, inviting him to return for the following summer. Buxton departed for England in September 1937 and decided to take a natural history holiday for a few weeks on Skokholm, an island off the west coast of Wales. He quickly fell under the spell of one of the century’s most influential naturalists.
The ornithologist-farmer tenant of Skokholm was one Ronald Lockley. Cardiff-born, Lockley had pursued a brief career as a poultry farmer, before having a Swiss Family Robinson moment when he decided romantic island life was for him. He had come to farm the island in 1927, also launching a venture to breed chinchilla rabbits. Though the animals failed to breed like bunnies, Lockley stayed on, supplementing his fishing and farming income with a sideline in writing lyrical books about the life of “the island naturalist” that brought a measure of fame in the outside world. Crucially, he also established Skokholm as Britain’s first bird observatory. Lockley introduced the recently-invented Heligoland trap to the island, a funnel-net by means of which migrating birds could be caught, ringed and released unharmed. His own detailed studies centred on Manx shear-waters, puffins and petrels. The country’s finest ornithologists, including Julian Huxley and Max Nicholson, flocked to Skokholm, and Buxton, always a quick learner, was to receive enough education from these illustrious figures during his stays there to last him a birdwatching lifetime.
         
During that first visit, Buxton appeared to find some release from his doubts. Lockley remembered an engaging, happy young man who carried the warden’s own daughter around on his shoulders and impressed the more experienced naturalist with his knowledge and application. Lockley must have encouraged Buxton to return to Skokholm, for he did so in August of the following summer after another teaching stint in Norway.
         
Once more, he was to be captivated by a Lockley, but this time it was Ronald’s sister Marjorie, who happened to be staying on the island. Theirs was a whirlwind, besotted romance. In a love letter to Marjorie, he wrote: “I tried so hard to make a poem for you… but I couldn’t, for my words seem only like little paper boats; they cannot bear all my love or they must sink.” There was an added sense of urgency to their courtship so typical of those uncertain days when young people rushed to live “in the now” before war came to blow away their future – Chamberlain had just returned from Munich with a doubtful promise of peace. Eight months after they first met, they married in April 1939 at Ovingdean Parish Church in Sussex.
         
Within a matter of weeks, the newly-wed couple was back on Skokholm. The Lockleys were planning to fly in May to Portugal, Madeira and other Atlantic islands to study the migration routes of shearwaters and petrels. The Buxtons were invited to stand in for them as wardens, running the observatory and carrying out studies of their own.
         
[image: ]Buxton at the head of the wheelhouse table, Skokholm, 1939. His wife Marjorie is to his right. Buxton had taken temporary charge of the island while the Lockleys were studying shearwaters in the Atlantic.
               


Lockley encouraged Buxton then – just as he would do two years later in a POW camp – to make a single species his own for intensive study. And just as he would do behind bars, Buxton chose a bird of beauty. For the next three months, he patiently and methodically recorded the behaviour of the island’s 25 breeding pairs of oystercatchers. When the Lockleys returned in August, Buxton took the decision to submit his findings in a paper to the respected journal British Birds: “I had hoped to make this paper more complete by further observations; but in the present uncertain circumstances, I have thought it best to publish it now.” Buxton showed it to his ornithological mentor for comment, then sent his paper off. War broke out only weeks later.
         
Name: Peter John Conder
            
Rank: Second Lieutenant, 2nd London Regiment, Royal Corps of Signals
            
Date and place of birth: 20th March 1919, London
            
Education: Cranleigh
            

“Every day I go to a stuffy office to work in dust, dirt, stink and heat, and what is worse amid a desire for gaining ‘filthy lucre’. I pray to heaven and nature to let me out of it and let me realise my ideal.”
Two years before the gates of a POW camp would close behind him, Peter Conder was suffering a different kind of imprisonment. He had been born into a life of middle-class privilege; his father worked as a ship’s broker in the City before joining his wife’s family firm of SH Benson, Britain’s first advertising agency. Yet Conder was a victim of his own inertia. His sister described him as “lazy”: certainly he lacked academic motivation. Only one passion captivated this dreamy loner:
         
At the junior school set in fields I was encouraged by a master named Warre-Cornish to keep a bird diary which I did and at the end of the year, being the only boy who completed the diary – I won the prize which was a penknife. The only bird that I can remember from those days but which I did not identify until several years later, I remember calling on those long summer evenings, a continuous churring sound, almost mechanical. I heard it again several years later amongst the Scots pines and silver birches of Hurtwood. I was an older and more experienced birdwatcher (by then) and immediately realised it was a nightjar and remembered it singing ten years earlier.

At Cranleigh School, within sight of the South Downs, he belonged to the school ornithological society, but he was also beaten for birdwatching by masters frustrated at his lack of application in his school work. He left school without achievements or ambition and fell into the family firm for want of anything better. Within a year, he was bewailing “this endless drudgery of forced work in set hours. I hate it and the filthy, disgusting stink of horse dung and exhaust which fills the dirty grey streets of London”. Weekend forays into the countryside, often sleeping out under the stars, only intensified his angst and sense of alienation: “I must take more care every morning to watch and listen for these birds, for in my daily rush to work, I am beginning to lose my sense of observation.” His diary from 1938 to 1939, a period during which his mother died, captures both his longing to escape from his London office, and self-awareness of his own debilitating inability to do anything to change his life: “I often think to myself that I shall never become a famous poet, writer, or naturalist because I take life too easily. I prefer rather than work at a book, to lounge in an armchair and listen to music.”
         
[image: ]


         
[image: ]Second Lieutenant PJ Conder. Photograph probably taken in 1939 prior to his departure for France.
               


Lounging was indeed a great passion. Friends recalled how Conder did not so much sit in a chair as ooze into it, with limbs sprawled out at all angles. He was an even-tempered, generally placid man, slow to anger. A telltale sign of Conder coming to boiling point was a tendency to whistle out of tune, “and when he called you ‘chum’ you knew you were in trouble”.
Conder saw a way out of his passive frustration in the spring of 1939, when war was looking imminent. He enlisted in the Territorial Army and by June he was a professional soldier. The day before war broke out, he gained a commission as second lieutenant in the Royal Corps of Signals. On 4th December, with their initial training over, his unit embarked for northern France.

         
Name: John Henry Barrett
            
Rank: Squadron Leader, 35 Squadron
            
Date and place of birth: 21st July 1913, King’s Lynn
            
Education: Repton and St John’s College, Cambridge
            

It was hard to ignore John Barrett. He stood well above most of his contemporaries and had what a good friend called “the loudest voice of anyone I ever met. He had a very emphatic way of speaking, and the way he expressed himself (with great use of his facial muscles) was quite impressive. I suppose he was acting a part and thoroughly enjoying it. He had a curious personal tic, using his forefinger, at right angles to his scalp, to wind up his forelock into a spiral. He was a dominant, but not domineering personality”.
[image: ]

John Henry Barrett nevertheless bent to the wills of others at critical moments during the first 27 years of his life. He came from an affluent background. Though his father had been killed in the Second Battle of Ypres when he was only four years old, Barrett’s extended Norfolk family would always be on hand to support him.
         
Barrett described his childhood self as “blankly ignorant, unguided and quite uninspired”. He was about seventeen years old when the family moved to Orchard Lodge in Cringleford, a village on the outskirts of Norwich. “Until we reached the Lodge I do not recall that I ever paid attention or listened to the birds, butterflies and wild flowers that I now had around me. The previous gardens had been no more than suburban rectangles. Now I must have fallen into new ways. The birds particularly… the beauty, the variety, the wonder began to possess me. I read all I could find.”
         
The now passionate naturalist gained first-class training from Ted Ellis, the patient and inspiring curator at the Castle Museum, and his uncle Henry, the first treasurer of the newly formed Norfolk Naturalists’ Trust, who took him to Hickling Broad to see bitterns, harriers and bearded tits. Miss Gay, secretary of the Norwich and Norfolk Naturalist Society, showed him stone-curlews and crossbills in the Brecks.
         
He left Repton School for Cambridge with the firm intention of reading zoology, but was informed by his tutor on arrival at St John’s that he would be studying economics instead. “I had always done what I was told to do,” he remembered. And so a naturalist’s career stalled before it had even begun. When he barely scraped a pass at the end of the first year, he was persuaded to switch to geography.
         
[image: ]John Henry Barrett, JB to his friends.
               


On graduation, he set out with the intention of joining the Colonial Police in Burma, but a college secretary steered him onto a different path, suggesting that he take up a career tending the elephants that were used for logging teak forests in the vast jungles of Upper Burma. Malaria cut short his eastern adventure. A fever-ridden Barrett returned home and the same college secretary who had despatched him to Burma now advised him to join the RAF, offering the curious wisdom that a war was coming and those who were properly trained would stand a better chance of surviving it.
         
Barrett’s active war career bordered on farce. Qualified as a pilot four days before the outbreak of war, he was sent to Shropshire to train bomb crews, though he had no personal experience of operations. It took two years before Barrett was finally sent for battle action. Not that he was in any hurry to go. He had married farmer’s daughter Ruth Byass in 1940 and now had a baby daughter and another child on the way.
         
Name: George Waterston
            
Rank: Second Lieutenant, Royal Artillery
            
Date and place of birth: 10th April 1911, Edinburgh
            
Education: Edinburgh Academy
            

With a cut-glass voice out of The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, George Waterston was born into the crème de la crème of Edinburgh society. George Waterston & Sons Ltd, Edinburgh, printers and stationers, was founded in 1752 as makers of sealing wax. The family company was so much a part of the establishment that it was given the prestigious job of printing the Scottish pound note. Waterston went straight from Edinburgh Academy into “the Firm”, as five generations of Waterstons had gone before him. But for the war, he might have spent the rest of his working life there.
         
A spare, lean man, Waterston had an underlying vulnerability. Throughout his life, he would be plagued with malfunctioning kidneys, a condition that would eventually kill him. Yet outwardly, nobody would have realised anything was amiss, for he possessed an extraordinary dynamic vitality. A former colleague remembered that “nothing would stand in his way if he wanted something done”. Although an enthusiastic rugby player, most of his pre-war energy outside the workplace seemed to be devoted to birds. As a young teenager, he had learned his skills on family holidays and outings to the moors, taking eggs and keeping them in moss-lined drawers at home. He set up, together with a few family and friends, a group that he would transform, after leaving school, into the Midlothian Ornithological Club.
         
The young Waterston was a habitual visitor to the Royal Scottish Museum, where he met the keeper of natural history, Surgeon Rear-Admiral John H Stenhouse. The elderly ornithologist spoke at length about Fair Isle, the most remote inhabited island in Britain bar St Kilda, halfway between Orkney and Shetland. Stenhouse had taken over migration studies on the island from an equally eminent ornithologist with a wonderful name – W Eagle Clarke. Stenhouse showed the impressionable boy the birds he had shot on the island, now stuffed and on display. The older man was looking for a successor. At the same time, two of Scotland’s leading figures in ornithology, Evelyn Baxter and Leonora Rintoul, were keen to see the Isle of May in the Firth of Forth established as Scotland’s first centre for migratory studies. The so-called “Good Ladies” won the day; Waterston tackled the challenge close to home first and was heavily involved in setting up and running the Isle of May as a cooperatively run bird observatory. 
         
[image: ]

Two years later, in 1936, Waterston’s drive had helped to see another project come to fruition: “We have now founded the Scottish Ornithologists’ Club. This should be a great asset in getting people together who are interested in Scottish ornithology. Miss Rintoul and Miss Baxter are joint Presidents and I have been appointed secretary.”
         
The following summer, Waterston set out on his first expedition abroad. It proved to be a hair-raising adventure. He travelled to Finnish Lapland with fellow birdwatcher JHB Munro and unwittingly found himself on the Russian side of the ill-defined border. Waterston was arrested and taken to a border cell, where he was interrogated by a Soviet officer who sat with a revolver on his desk throughout the interviews. The Scot spent several days in captivity, but the experience wasn’t wasted. When he wasn’t being grilled, Waterston occupied his time watching the activities of a pair of red-throated pipits, which were nesting next to the border post. The naïve young birdwatcher would regale others with the story for the rest of his life. It was a strange foretaste of what would happen to him just four years later.
         
In the years leading up to the outbreak of war, much of Waterston’s considerable energy was channelled into the place that would come to dominate his life. He first went with a friend to Fair Isle in 1935. They were the only visitors that year and the first birdwatchers to land on the island in five years. The trip had an inauspicious beginning: “The boat was pitching and tossing and spray lashing over the bows… the sight of the lamp swinging about was too much… I retired to my bed.” Once on dry land, he met the island’s two resident ornithologists, Jerome Wilson and George “Fieldy” Stout, while his companion shot and skinned a red-backed shrike. That night, Waterston slept in the same bed an illustrious predecessor had occupied half a century before. The birdwatching Duchess of Bedford dubbed her accommodation Ortolan Cottage after her sighting of a rare ortolan bunting that day. The locals always knew it as the Pund.
         
Waterston returned to Fair Isle every summer until war broke out. He was befriended by George “Fieldy” Stout and stayed with him on his long holidays there. Fair Isle was a tough place:
Once I arrived to find Fieldy gutting a sheep on the kitchen table. We lived on that sheep for a fortnight but when I saw Fieldy about to throw the head on the midden I suggested that he should make sheep’s heid broth. That evening I lifted the lid of a great black pot boiling on the fire to see what was for dinner, and there was an appalling greasy scum with the sheep’s heid boiling merrily in the middle, complete with eyes, teeth and wool!


         
[image: ]A gun and binoculars man. George Waterston pictured on Fair Isle in 1936.
               


In his early years, Waterston followed an old-school approach to ornithology. Everywhere he went, he carried a pair of binoculars and a gun; the former to spot birds, the latter to shoot them. In those pre-ringing days, both Stenhouse and Stout still held to the accepted view that the only way to properly identify a bird was to shoot a specimen. But Waterston, encouraged by a visit to the Isle of May from Ronald Lockley, creator of Britain’s first bird observatory, was soon keen to pursue the methods being instigated by Lockley and his contemporaries of catching and ringing instead of killing. However, his attempts to secure support and funding from the newly established British Trust for Ornithology towards renovating a cottage on the island came to nothing. War was coming and it was clear Waterston’s ambition to set up a bird observatory on the island would just have to wait.
         
Supporting POW roles played by:
         
AJB “Barney” Thompson, Richard Purchon, George Raeburn, Maurice Waterhouse, Ernest Edlmann, Vincent Hollom, Captain The Earl of Hopetoun, Bertie Evers, ANL “Tim” Munby, Ian Pitman, Dick Winn, Tim Dooley, John Cripps, Dorrien Belson.



    

  
    
      “I’M NOT A SOLDIER”
            

On the day the Second World War broke out, Cheshire naturalist AW Boyd had one eye on the country diary column he was writing for the Manchester Guardian: the other he had lost on the battlefields of Gallipoli in 1915. An old soldier knew better than anyone about the realities of war. That day, he penned words for the paper which, had they gone wider, would have spoken to nature lovers everywhere, irrespective of nationality:
         
I cannot help thinking that if only Hitler had been an ornithologist, he would have put off the war until the autumn bird migration was over. I wonder if any of the friendly Germans whom we met last year at the International Ornithological Congress at Rouen feel as I do. That he should force us to waste the last week of August and the first fortnight of September in a uniform that we hoped we had discarded for good is really the final outrage.
            

For the first eight months of “action”, both sides relived the Great War on the Western Front, except that nothing much happened and hardly anyone got killed. British soldiers took to northern France the same weapons that their fathers and uncles had carried before them, and dug trenches in the clay just as their predecessors had done. By day, the sentries on the Maginot Line looked through their field glasses at German infantrymen, who really did hang out their washing on the Siegfried Line. By night, the Germans communicated with each other by hooting like owls. And everyone waited. Young men, primed for battle, relieved their tedium in the local bars and brothels. The impasse drifted on into the spring. Back in Britain, people began calling it the Phoney War. On 7th May 1940, a fed-up Peter Conder was granted home leave.
         
Three days later, the German blitzkrieg began, a massive air assault backed by tanks and troop carriers that tore through neutral Holland and Belgium. For the Allied forces, resistance quickly became a retreat, and then turned into an inglorious rout. Within a fortnight, Belgium had capitulated, fleeing troops had reached the beaches of Dunkirk and an evacuation began that saw a third of a million soldiers plucked to safety.
         
Winston Churchill’s crucial morale-boosting “we shall fight on the beaches… we shall never surrender” address to the House of Commons and the listening free world on 4th June 1940, just 23 days into his premiership, was a masterpiece of oratory, but it was also cleverly and cruelly selective with the truth. “We got the army away,” declared Churchill. But that wasn’t quite the whole story. The Allied army had been split in two and more than 50,000 men were driven south by German divisions under the command of General Erwin Rommel. They were still fighting as Churchill spoke.
The junior officer who had been given home leave just before battle commenced did not rejoin his unit. At just 21 years old, Conder had already shown his eagerness by answering a call for trained officers to come forward, and had joined up with the 51st Highland Division. His erstwhile colleagues in the Signals Corps made it to the coast. Conder was later told that they boarded the passenger liner SS Lancastria, only for a German bomber to sink their ship, sending the soldiers and thousands of civilians to their deaths. Meanwhile, Conder was impatient for a piece of the action, On 1st June, he wrote to his father: “I am just about as ‘browned off’ as I could be. Practically nothing doing, except waiting to be posted. Actually I suppose I am in a better position than most, for I am ‘standing by’ that means I may go at any time.”
         
Three days later, on the very day of Churchill’s great speech, Conder sent his father a second and final letter as a free man, from the British Expeditionary Force base camp in Normandy: “Bit by bit I am progressing and very shortly I shall be with a unit. We arrived here in the early hours of yesterday morning and had to march eight miles in the dark. It was my first experience of night marching and I liked it. It was very cool compared with the colossal heat of the day… I expect that once I get to my unit, I shall be able to receive letters. At the moment, I haven’t stayed in any one place to receive news.”
         
Peter Conder’s active service in battle lasted just seven days. But in that one week, he was thrown into fighting of terrifying intensity. Twenty years later, his young son David would ask the naïve question that all boys of that generation must have asked their soldiering fathers: “Daddy, did you ever kill anyone?” The boy remembered his father becoming very angry, saying: “It was very frightening, there were lots of bullets flying around. You could see the German soldiers, that people around you were being killed.” Many years later, a war psychologist concluded that three-quarters of all combatants deliberately aimed over the heads of the men before them: was Peter Conder one of the compassionate majority who shot to miss and could not possibly admit to it?
         
Conder was part of a substantial force that was divided from the main army and pushed south into Normandy. They held the Germans briefly at the River Somme, then withdrew in the face of superior numbers and weaponry until they were surrounded in the tiny harbour port of St-Valery-en-Caux, a pretty little pre-war Balamory that was quickly pounded into ruins by German artillery firing from the hill above. The accompanying French troops of the 2nd Army, a motley collection of volunteers, lacked the stomach for a fight. At a point when the Highland Division had the German army in their sights, a ragged column of French soldiers walked into the line of fire, waving white flags of surrender. The British commanding officer, the unfortunately named Major-General Fortune, ordered his troops to shoot all French deserters.
         
It soon became apparent, as supplies of ammunition began to run out in the town, that defeat was inevitable. Out at sea, beyond the harbour, the slightly famous son of an extremely famous father was part of a Royal Navy attempt to evacuate the besieged troops. Lieutenant Peter Scott, an Olympic bronze medal winner in the 1936 Berlin Olympics, and son of the Polar explorer and national hero Captain Scott, was embarkation officer on board HMS Broke. He succeeded in guiding his ship into the harbour, but managed just one landing at St-Valery. In less than an hour the ship was able to take on board only 125 men, before the shelling from above made it impossible to linger. A quarter of a century later, Scott and Conder would meet often as giants of the conservation movement. But there were to be no introductions here.
         
There were precious few opportunities for the navy to effect rescue operations inside a narrow harbour that was subjected to intense bombardment: most soldiers were unaware that they had even tried. The men looked out over the sea to the ships on the horizon and saw nothing happening. Many were so desperate to escape that they tried to climb down the cliffs surrounding the town, only to fall to their deaths on the rocks below. The rest were under the impression that they had been abandoned by their own side.
The German army pushed into the town itself and the two sides fought in unevenly matched hand-to-hand combat. When their ammunition had gone, Major-General Fortune ordered his troops to surrender, but Conder was among a group of thirteen soldiers who were unaware of the command. They simply went to ground, hiding in a cellar, hoping to sit things out before making a break for one of the other Channel ports. But the next day, their refuge was found and Conder heard a German officer say the words that would be uttered to hundreds of thousands of trapped soldiers over the coming years: “For you, the war is over.”
         
Capture did not bring an end to the soldiers’ ordeal. Exhausted through lack of sleep and food, and bewildered by the rapid course of events, the men were drilled by equally exhausted German troops into a marching column. Suddenly relieved of fighting duties, the British soldiers were dangerously punch-drunk. Peter Conder recalled a collective cocky sense of disbelief at their situation. The edgy captors issued an order that any step out of line to the left or right would mean instant death. One young man dared to break rank and was promptly shot dead. Every one of the soldiers was made to walk past his body.
         
[image: ]Still kicking: the note Conder sent to his father to say he was alive. It was attached to the covering letter from the Red Cross.
               


For the next two weeks, the officers, by now divided from their men, were forced to march through the detritus of war, the ground littered with soldiers who died with their tin hats on. Every day, a dawn “meal” of coffee (that is to say, ground acorns) was all that would sustain their empty stomachs until they halted for the night. They walked twelve, fifteen, sixteen miles a day in blazing sun or pouring rain, not knowing where they were going, sometimes sleeping out in the open, so cold that they took the greatcoats off the bodies of men who had been killed only days before. The marching column – two or three thousand strong – was goaded to walk faster. There was no mercy for those who lagged at the back. One was bayoneted to death; the crack of a pistol told the men another comrade had been shot out of sight. Weary soldiers urged their weaker comrades on. French civilians put down pails of milk or threw the soldiers food as they passed – at some risk to themselves. Sometimes, the guards kicked the milk over. At other times, the men were able to snatch the chance to buy cherries, butter or chocolate when they stopped for the night in a village. It was a welcome addition to the ladle of watery soup that would otherwise be their only sustenance.
         
As they passed through the town of Lille, girls of the Red Cross rushed up to the officers and demanded their addresses: “We will write to your parents and tell them you are alive,” they said. Peter Conder found a scrap of paper and scribbled the words that his family would receive after an agonisingly long three-month silence: “Taken prisoner. Still kicking.”
Two hundred miles and a fortnight after they set off, the soldiers reached the Rhine and boarded a steamer. One fellow marcher wrote: “Two thousand officers of all nationalities huddled together on her decks and in her holds. If you turned over you hit your neighbour in the face. This was reality, field grey uniform, overcrowding, stink and hunger.”
Worse was yet to come. At Nuremberg station, the men were crammed into cattle trucks, eighty in each, and endured two and a half days in a windowless wooden box with little food or sleep. On 7th July, wearing the same clothes that they had been captured in nearly a month before, the train arrived at their final destination, the POW camp of Laufen, a castle on the Austrian border. They could not know that five full years of captivity lay ahead of them. For Peter Conder, a life with meaning was about to begin.
         
* * *

It seemed appropriate that George Waterston, who carried both binoculars and a gun, should volunteer as a Territorial with the Royal Artillery. He was called up as soon as war began and, like Peter Conder, missed the first piece of the action – he was on leave in Edinburgh when the first Luftwaffe attack of the war struck the naval dockyard at Rosyth in October 1939. Waterston spent the whole of 1940 on the islands of the Firth of Forth that were fortified with gun emplacements to guard the estuary from the threat of invasion. He kept bird records, of course. A little auk was washed up on Cramond Island in January and on 1st May, he reported: “Whimbrel 1 shot (and eaten!).”
The year 1941 began with Waterston’s unit boarding a troopship bound for Crete. They were among reinforcements sent into the Mediterranean to strengthen Greece in its fight against Italy. A nineteen-year-old midshipman who later became Prince Phillip, the Queen’s consort, was on board one of the ships guiding the troops to the island. The men of the 207 Coast Battery took up a position just to the east of Chania. Lieutenant George Waterston did what he always did. The Mediterranean was a new country and there were new birds to see: “Sardinian warbler First seen 20/4/41. Like a small black-bird but with prominent red eye rims. Noted that on alighting, the tail feathers were spaced out.” Waterston wrote SECRET on the cover of his birding notebook. It would not do for such information to fall into enemy hands. Years later, after he had brought the book home, he lent it out, saying: “Afraid my notes are very scrappy; largely compiled while dodging about in fox holes etc.”
         
The last birding entry was written on 10th May. “Woodchat shrike One seen in Olive groves.” Much later, in a POW camp, Waterston would write: “Little bird watching was accomplished during May due to the exigencies of war service; this was unfortunate as many summer visitors and passage migrants were on the move during that time.” By the spring, Germany had shored up the faltering Italian troops, and ten days after Waterston’s woodchat shrike, the Luftwaffe had begun an aerial bombardment of the Allied soldiers. Five days later, the German invasion of Crete began. Thousands of paratroopers rained down from the sky onto Maleme airfield, just ten miles from where Waterston’s unit was based. Seven hundred and fifty more came by glider to the north side of the bay. All of the German troops were far better equipped than the Allied soldiers. More invaders poured in by air and sea and very soon, the Allied positions were overrun. Waterston knew it was time to take precautionary action, so he buried the pair of binoculars given to him by a Dundee professor years before. 
         
[image: ]Waterston’s birds of Crete notebook. It bears an Oflag XC stamp, showing that the contents were read and approved at the Offizierlager Lübeck, where he arrived in the summer of 1941.
               


He and his men were now out of ammunition, so they made for the coast and a ship that was evacuating Allied troops. But there was not room for all of the soldiers, so they drew lots. Waterston was among those who lost. He found a British soldier disguised as a Cretan shepherd, tending a herd of goats. Waterston thought this was a good wheeze and tried negotiating with another goatherd for his animals. “Go and get your own goats” was the gist of the reply in whatever language it was expressed. Now, in Waterston’s words, “It was like cowboys and Indians”, as the men took to the hills in a bid to evade the invading force.
         
In the baking hot sun of a Cretan spring, the fleeing soldiers’ food ran out and their only source of water came from draining the radiators of wrecked vehicles. Under grave conditions of hunger and extreme thirst, Waterston’s already vulnerable health deteriorated rapidly. By the time the men were captured on 1st June, he was gravely ill with cholera, dysentery and the beginning of stomach ulcers. The soldiers were shipped to Salonika, then put on trains bound for Germany.
         
As Waterston lay prone on the floor of a cattle truck, he overheard an Australian soldier betting a packet of fags that the critically ill Scot would be dead by morning. Barely conscious, Waterston resolved that he would not only last the night, he would bloody well survive the war.
* * *

Just twelve months after they were married, John and Marjorie Buxton were parted. His knowledge of Norwegian had made him perfectly qualified for signing up with the 1st Independent Company (later 1st Commandos), who were to be sent on a mission just inside the Arctic Circle. Buxton went reluctantly, and not just because he was parting from his new bride. Early in 1940, he had written to his old tutor:
I hope you’ll find time to write me a letter or two while I’m being a soldier. I’m not a soldier and I want to hold hard to as much of the real life – New College, Norway, poetry, birds, wandering about hills and forests on ski, on foot and the sea – as I can. The other is only a sort of nightmarish interlude. I may wake up or I may not, that doesn’t worry me. The thing is that someone should wake up.

Buxton boarded a ship heading far to the north. Hitler had sent an invading army into Norway in early April 1940 to secure supply routes for Swedish iron ore. The Norwegian king had capitulated, but there were still pockets of resistance. The Allies had already sent a force to capture the northern port of Narvik – a major outlet for the essential metal. Buxton’s unit was under orders to block German relief troops heading north. They were equipped with skis, a month’s rations of pemmican (dried meat and fat), small arms and no training in the guerrilla warfare for which they were sent. Seventy or so men sailed into a fjord to the calls of lamenting kittiwakes and piping oystercatchers, sounds that Buxton had heard on Skokholm only the previous summer. He saw an early migrant – a swallow, dark-winged against the winter snow – and promptly dashed off a letter to Ronald Lockley in Pembrokeshire. The Skokholm warden later told the story of the moment he heard Buxton was reported missing in action: as he sat
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