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Children of the Armistice

Pamela was the product of her mother’s direct line to God. Dolly had asked for her young husband to be wounded in the left leg during the Great War and her prayers were answered. Thornly returned to England with an injured thigh that, as Dolly had anticipated, removed him from front-line service. The angel of death wreaked havoc among Europe’s young men for another two years but Thornly had been saved. Baby Pamela arrived a year later in 1917 – living proof of her father’s full recovery. 

Despite her protests to the contrary, it is not hard to imagine the striking young woman Pamela once was. At ninety-six she retains an ethereal beauty: startling blue eyes, sculpted features and elegant poise, all wrapped in soft wools and silk. Meeting her for the first time in the 1950s, Pamela’s little nephew Adam thought she had fallen off the front of a chocolate box. She jokes that her parents sent their rotund teenage daughter off to Europe one summer in the hope she would return slim and pretty; they can’t have been disappointed. 

Born into the English Establishment before women were granted a vote, looks mattered for girls like Pamela. But nothing could compete with being a boy. She admits with a chuckle, ‘I always knew my brother was the favourite.’ The painful hole left by the 722,785 young men who, unlike Pamela’s ‘blessed’ father, never returned from the Great War ensured that in the 1920s a little boy’s stock had rarely been higher. 

Pamela’s parents were not a conventional upper-class Edwardian couple. In the Gibson household music was the governing force. When her father Thornly thought of Germany it was opera that sprung to mind, not Prussian might. He duly abandoned his studies at Oxford to cut his teeth as a professional singer in Berne where his wife-to-be fell in love with his easy-going manner and baritone voice. They married in 1913. Dolly was the quintessential English woman who, as befitted her class, enjoyed artistic pursuits on the Continent. The fact that her father had been a German Jew was rarely mentioned. Since 1890 all restrictions for positions within the British Empire had been removed for Jews,2 but the whiff of anti-Semitism among the British upper classes would take much longer to disperse. Dolly was simply trying to fit in. And she succeeded. Thornly used his German to translate for Prime Minister Lloyd George at Versailles before he got a sensible job back in England as a stockbroker, ensuring there was time and money for husband and wife to pursue their passion for opera. Pamela remembers musical evenings every Wednesday; a heady mix of professionals and amateurs in front of whom she and her brother, Patrick, occasionally had to perform. It was a privileged, artistic start to life and, just as her mother wished, she grew up every bit a little English girl – albeit with a sprinkling of German.



As an adult, Pamela once danced with the writer and broadcaster J. B. Priestley, ‘both being rather small we nearly fell over!’ The voice of a generation, he openly coveted the title ‘little Englander’, noting ‘that little sounds the right note of affection. It is little England that I love.’ 

Pamela sheds light on an expression that has subsequently been associated with bigoted parochialism. ‘You see, just after the war people wanted to get back to the safe and familiar, to what they knew and a land they had dreamed of.’ Reeling from the protracted horrors of 1914–18, beset with a series of recurrent economic crises and an exhausted, over-stretched empire, Britain’s imperial diet of militaristic heroism and tub-thumping had gone right out of fashion. National sentiment changed; there was no place for Victorian bombast in 1920s England. 

Unlike the other women featured in this book, Pamela was not a child of the Armistice – she was born during the First World War. But like them, she grew up in a country that struggled to articulate its grief; instead shell-shocked Britain resorted to an annual silence that stopped the empire. Telephone operators, traffic, department stores – everything came to a halt for two minutes once a year on 11 November. Only the children, tight buds of hope, were unable to remember the horror that could never be allowed to happen again. World war must be avoided at all costs.

It was fitting that avuncular pipe-smoking Stanley Baldwin became Prime Minister in 1924 and again in 1926. He helped ensure the nation’s swingeing military retrenchment was sugar-coated with a more private, domestic vision of Englishness. In 1926 Baldwin appealed to his St George’s Day audience with a pastoral idyll. ‘The tinkle of the anvil in the country smithy, the corncrake on a dewy morning, the sight of a plough team coming over the brow of a hill.’ Here was a country stripped of all pretension; the perfect place for little English girls to grow up in. 



Country Girls



Baldwin’s vision of a timeless England chimes perfectly with the picture Charlotte paints of her 1920s childhood. The centre of her universe was a three-acre grassy smallholding sandwiched between the undulating peaks of Herefordshire. In fine summer weather she would take her bed outside and gaze at the stars, dreaming of infinity and beyond. Visitors to the family home may have been startled by a small dark-haired girl hanging by her knees from a tree. The Vine-Stevens (‘neither rich nor poor’) expected Charlotte to pull her weight; she got up early to tend the pigs, goats and poultry. There was no electricity and no running water and Charlotte’s father was away all day in Ludlow where he worked for Lloyds Bank. 

In her ninety-second year, Charlotte is still in remarkably good health. A strong sturdy child, she suited the great outdoors, but her little brother wasn’t so lucky. Baby David was born disabled into a way of life that demanded robust physical health, miles from any medical help. He died when Charlotte was just four.

‘That’s my earliest memory – my grandmother coming down the path to meet me. “Where is David?” I asked. I was told to “ssshh!” ’

The subject was never mentioned again. To this day Charlotte isn’t entirely sure why her brother died. ‘You didn’t talk about those sorts of things and children didn’t ask questions.’ 



The sentiment behind Charlotte’s words is precisely echoed by Betty, born a year later, on George V’s birthday.

Her mother Gracie was pregnant with Betty when her husband left. ‘He went AWOL. Let’s put it like that.’ Betty thinks her father was called Albert. He was a policeman in London but she never met him and ninety years on she still doesn’t know what happened. ‘To say there was another woman would be speculation.’ Albert’s disappearance left Betty’s mother in dire straits; pregnant and with four teenage children, no job, no home and no man she went back to live with her old father in rural Northamptonshire. Gracie took in washing and went out cleaning in the market town of Higham Ferrers where Betty still lives, to supplement the little bits of money her older children were able to earn. Minus their main breadwinner, the Quinceys were dirt poor. ‘It was a tough life. Very tough.’ But despite the hardship, Betty’s father was never mentioned. 

Nobody talked about him. ‘Oh no, we didn’t do that, not ever.’ Little Betty grew up in a household with secrets and like Charlotte she knew better than to ask questions. Both girls were schooled in the art of discretion from a very early age. 
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Charlotte and Betty’s families, like much of rural Britain, knew their place in the feudal pecking order. The Vine-Stevens were positioned midway between the Lord of the Manor and the humble cottager. Charlotte remembers ‘each class helped the rung below’. Her mother would provide hearty meals for local ‘lads and lasses’ who lent a hand. Meanwhile further down the social scale, Betty’s mother relied on offers of piecemeal work and sustenance for her family’s survival. 

At the opposite end of society sat the aristocracy. Born in 1920, Lady Jean Graham’s arrival was the cross-pollination of two mighty ducal houses – the Hamiltons and the Montroses. The family’s lineage can be traced back to King James II3 and their fiefdoms straddled two enormous Scottish estates, each with its own castle. Lady Jean remembers a lonely childhood; growing up, the only real playmates she had were her second cousins, the Prince of Monaco’s children. Among other notable relatives was Germany’s Margrave of Baden. So much for little England – this was glorious Scotland. 

There was one castle for summer (Arran), and one for winter (Buchanan). Ninety-four years later, step off the ferry onto the Isle of Arran and any local will know her. 

‘Aye, Lady Jean. Take the short cut across the golf course. She’s the born to rule sort, but ach she does a lot for us.’

As she herself explains, ‘I was brought up to understand with privilege comes duty.’ 

A formidable presence in her exquisite drawing room, Arran’s spring sunshine bouncing through the bay window, it is immediately clear that Lady Jean learnt much of her life philosophy from the Duchess of Montrose, her indomitable mother. During the First World War, Jean’s severely deaf father was only permitted to command a minesweeper in the Clyde; however, the Duchess more than made up for her disabled husband. She threw herself into nursing, occasionally returning at weekends to oversee the staff who looked after her first three children and ran the castles. A hard worker, Jean’s mother was soon promoted to theatre nurse in a mainland hospital before riding straddle-legged (very daring) on a motorcycle to and from Arran’s rehabilitation centre. But afterwards, duty done, the war was rarely talked of. Perhaps ‘it was just too ghastly,’ suggests Lady Jean, born two years later. There was, however, one exception.



It nearly broke my mother’s heart when the cavalry came at the beginning of the war and took away twenty-one of her heavyweight hunters. All those lovely horses off to the front line never to be seen again. She did speak about that. 





If few in Britain could boast a couple of ducal castles, Pat’s family, the Owtrams, had made enough money from the cotton-spinning industry in the nineteenth century to fund a gentrified country existence in the north of England. ‘My mother said we were squirarchy – one below aristocracy. I grew up in a big sandstone house near Lancaster; it had ten bedrooms including the attic and we had staff.’

Pat’s early life was a far cry from her current existence in London’s Chiswick. Just as Lady Jean was forced to hunt against her will on Arran, as a child Pat was obliged to beat during pheasant shoots and carry her father’s dead game and rabbits. He was a good shot, as was her grandfather. Both men were military minded, but a broken hip ensured her grandfather never got further than the local militia. That did not stop him serving his country. In the First World War, Colonel Herbert Hawksworth Owtram’s job was to find horses all over the North West and send them to the front.

Midway through her story, Pat’s bright bird-like expression clouds briefly.



My sister and I thought this was very sad. Horses were killed so fast they always needed replacements. Grandfather contacted farms and country houses and got their poor horses sent off to war. He was awarded an OBE for his services.

Evidently the Duchess of Montrose’s sacrifice was a common one.

Pat’s father ran the family textile business so had to make do with the Territorial Army in his spare time. He took his military duties very seriously. The Westminster elite could preach peace and retrenchment all they liked but for some the residual hatred of the Hun remained a motivating force in interwar Britain. With a mischievous smile, Pat admits a favourite childhood game was called ‘bombing the Germans’.

‘My father and uncles played too! Above the house there was a quarry full of old wheelbarrows and metal contraptions. The aim was to throw stones down – a direct hit would send up a tremendous clang.’ Only the arrival of her cousin with a German governess in tow put a stop to the ‘bombing antics’. Keen military fervour served with a hearty dollop of German xenophobia was not just saved for men in the Owtram household.



In Empire’s Wake



In the 1920s, the ink long dried on the Treaty of Versailles, Britain left crippled Germany to its own devices. After all, we had an empire to run.

Kathleen was surely not the only English girl who could claim to be a world traveller by the age of three. (Her earliest childhood memory is watching an enormous crocodile sunning itself as she steamed through the Panama canal.) Great Britain’s empire had never been bigger – 1.8 million square miles and 13 million new subjects were added to our imperial reach by the early 1920s. Our depleted Royal Navy had to keep up appearances. Talented young First World War veterans like Kathleen’s father, John Godfrey, rose quickly through the ranks. A commander at the age of thirty-two, his career went on to span the globe and by 1925 his wife and family were travelling with him. Little Kathleen would have been forgiven for thinking imperial Britain was unassailable.

Born just days apart at opposite ends of the country, Rozanne was almost Kathleen’s twin. While Kathleen’s father climbed up the ranks of the Navy, Rozanne’s father earned his stripes in the Air Force. The destiny of both families for the next thirty years would depend on their respective fathers’ postings.

Relaxed in her ‘pink elephant’ (the affectionate family name for her large reclining armchair), Rozanne vividly remembers the few First World War stories her father Charles shared. 



They had the most extraordinary aeroplanes with no parachutes. Father was shot down and broke his arm. He always said he was lucky not to have been a soldier. He flew in low over the trenches and saw people stuck on the wire. He knew they couldn’t survive.



Charles Medhurst was right, he was lucky. As an airman you were far less likely to die in the First World War than you were as a soldier. Within twenty-five years those statistics would be dramatically reversed; however, in 1918 when the RAF was formed no one anticipated another world war, least of all young Charles. In 1919 he was promoted to captain, by which time he’d already married his childhood sweetheart. Christabel was vivacious, savvy and very beautiful – she longed to leave home and sample the high life; marriage to Charles ensured she could do just that. Rozanne recalls her mother ‘had a riot’ when they were posted to Baghdad (one of Britain’s more expensive First World War acquisitions). As was typical for a woman of her class, Christabel employed nannies to help bring up her three children. This was fortunate as she was ‘pretty hopeless with small babies’ and in the 1920s there was little incentive to be otherwise. At that time being a good mother meant keeping your distance; received wisdom stated that nannies did a better job of raising the next generation than over-emotional mothers. The influential behaviourist J. B. Watson went further, discouraging all cuddling and even suggesting parents should shake hands with their children in the mornings. Small wonder that amid the ranks of upper-middle-class mothers there was plenty of time for charitable works and frenetic social activities. 
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But if hands-off mothering was de rigueur, having no mother at all was a very different matter. Joanna Stradling’s life was turned upside down before it had really begun. Her father was in the Middle East trying to persuade T. E. Lawrence to stay on after the war. It was a thankless task and Squadron Leader Dick Stradling, an archetypal Edwardian and adjutant to General Trenchard, had little success. ‘Father loved a good story; later he told us that “Lawrence of Arabia” would keep bursting into tears.’ Things went from bad to worse for Stradling when his wife and baby daughter joined him in Egypt. Joanna was just eighteen months old when her mother contracted typhoid fever and dysentery in Cairo and promptly died. Mad with grief, her father temporarily disappeared and Joanna was returned to England with whooping cough and no parents.

A warm, welcoming woman now in her ninetieth year, it is hard to imagine the trauma that accompanied Joanna’s start to life. She was nursed back to health in Cirencester by her grandmother, who having lost a husband and daughter in the same year was determined to save her granddaughter. 

Joanna was destined to be an only child, devoted to her nanny, her aunt and her grandmother. Dick Stradling remained out in the Middle East until 1930, returning just once in the interim to visit his small daughter. ‘He put his head around my bedroom door and said “Cuckoo!” and I just screamed the house down.’ Joanna’s father would remain a distant but authoritarian figure in her life. He was a daunting prospect for one lone daughter to deal with. 

Interwar Britain had witnessed political sea change. But a move away from ‘high Toryism’ and national glorification towards an idea of the British as a more private, inward-looking people did not translate into an era of cosy, hands-on fathering. Kathleen probably speaks for many with the description of her high-powered naval father. His



old-fashioned upbringing certainly affected his views on children and their management. Being ‘seen and not heard’ was imposed on us all. Severe and strict, he insisted on a maze of rules of behaviour; a minefield would be a more accurate analogy, through which it was impossible to tread without incurring wrath and displeasure.



As head of the household, fathers were rarely crossed; respect and deference were expected. Little girls knew their place. 

Members of the ruling class like John Godfrey and Charles Medhurst were dedicated professional servicemen who were expected to put duty before family. With a clear division of labour between the sexes, theirs was a public role outside the home. In John’s case, there was little energy left for fun with the children. ‘For my father, the Navy and his job came first . . . We were always meant to be quiet in the house in order “not to disturb Father”, and we never went into his study unless – woe betide – we were summoned.’ 

However, there were exceptions to the patriarchal norm. Ann’s father was not a military man; in 1921 Herbert Williamson retired from the Indian Civil Service and returned to work part-time at Oxford University with his new wife. Ann was born the following year. She remembers a gentle, forward-thinking man. There were Sunday tea parties and numerous visitors to the Williamsons’ statuesque Victorian home. Such was the international hue of the family’s frequent gatherings, the maid was required to practise the pronunciation of guests’ names prior to their arrival. Back in ‘little England’, Herbert Williamson and his wife Winifred had quickly found their own educated cosmopolitan milieu. Ann, their oldest child, grew up believing the world was her oyster.



Keeping Up Appearances 



At ninety Gwen is a tour de force; whether sitting in the kitchen or perilously tending her cliff-side garden in Mumbles she is both frank and ellusive.



Families were small in the 1920s. What happened was Marie Stopes and her clinics. There was the Dutch Cap that married women could get fitted for free. And the widespread sale of condoms; they were sold secretly in chemists but you could get them!



Marie Stopes’ highly controversial clinics targeted the working masses; the upper and middle classes had been limiting the size of their families since the late nineteenth century, with sheaths and coitus interruptus being the most common methods of contraception. But Gwen was not from middle-class stock. ‘My grandmother had eight children and a stillbirth of twins. There was no bathroom and no hot water. It was a life of absolute drudgery. That was how it was in our end of West Bromwich, the poor end.’ It was Gwen’s father Alfred who pulled himself out of this grinding poverty. He studied hard to become a qualified welfare officer and by limiting the size of their family Alfred and his wife Harriet kept costs down and standards up. Gwen remained an only child until she was nine, by which time the Davies’ had moved from West Bromwich to the comfortable middle-class town of Bournemouth. 

It was in Bournemouth that Cora’s father also improved his family’s lot. Cecil Pounds developed his father’s fledgling business and by the 1930s Charlie’s Cars was a reputable luxury motor coach and car hire company. Cecil’s timing was perfect; it had never been so in vogue to explore ‘little England’s’ quiet coves and sandy shores but few could afford an automobile. (Ann’s mother kept meticulous accounts of her weekly expenditure – in 1939 the largest single item purchased was a Rover for £115.) Even wealthy families thought twice before they bought a set of wheels and Cecil Pounds offered them a cost-effective alternative. ‘We never saw father, only at breakfast. He worked every day except Christmas day.’ Cecil’s hard work paid off. The Pounds family moved into a comfortable two-storey town house with large bay windows, running water and a bathroom.

Between the wars two-thirds of families, including Cora’s, had electricity and all sorts of novel mod-cons were emerging on the market for those with money. The Pounds couldn’t afford a refrigerator, but by the mid-thirties, in keeping with the majority of British families, they did own a wireless. Across the classes it was the ‘must-have’ household accessory. Lady Jean’s nanny was infatuated with her crystal radio set, although it did complicate family moves between castles.



Each part had to be padded with cotton wool and tissue paper, then placed in an oversized box. Wherever I moved in the nursery there would be a shout, ‘Watch out, clumsy, watch out for my wireless!’



Wireless technology transformed the way Britain communicated in the first half of the twentieth century – at home, at work and at war. It was not as a means of military communication that the women of this book came across radio waves, but as a form of intimate mass entertainment. Up and down the country young imaginations were gripped.

Gwen vividly remembers her first encounter with the radio. 



My uncle came with a huge pair of earphones and held them over my small ears and said, ‘Can you hear anything?’

‘What are they saying?’ 

‘Hello everybody! This is Carroll Gibbons from the Savoy Hotel in London.’ 

‘That man is talking hundreds of miles away!’



Five-year-old Gwen was mesmerised. So was the rest of the nation. Across the country families gathered around their wireless sets in the previously sacred space of their living-rooms and ‘listened in’ to evenings of live entertainment. The newly founded British Broadcasting Corporation conducted the nation’s conversation – nothing was left to chance. Working closely with the Government, the BBC aimed to be a Great British unifying force. Cultural, educational and moral standards were set for the majority who could afford to listen to the radio.

Cora was only twelve in 1939. She was dusting her mother’s dining-room when she discovered Britain was at war – she didn’t need her parents to tell her, she had heard it on the wireless.



Multi-Cultural Britons 



In 1919 a $25,000 prize was offered for the first non-stop flight between New York and Paris. Eight years later, American Charles Lindbergh touched down at Le Bourget Aerodrome in front of a vast crowd. He became an overnight celebrity. The world was shrinking, the aviation industry was growing and for Englishmen like John Moller – an aeroplane insurance salesman – life was good. 

John had a beautiful Belgian wife Marie-Elisabeth, and three young children including Georgette, who was born in England in 1921, and Doris, born in Paris in 1922.

In her delicious French accent, Doris explains, ‘My father was English but I grew up talking French.’ Her early memories of life in France centre around a small privileged world of maids, siblings and nannies. ‘We drained the glasses after our parents’ parties and always asked for presents when they came home.’ 1920s Paris sizzled: gaudy flappers, the bounce and jangle of the Charleston, art-deco clubs and casinos dripping with artistes, bohemians and writers, it had much to offer dashing young couples like John and Marie-Elisabeth Moller. 

‘But we went back to Belgium when I was ten.’ Doris pauses. In her ninety-third year it is still difficult to explain. ‘Well, I will tell you. My father went bankrupt. He made some bad business decisions. It put a strain on the marriage, yes, I would say so.’ John Moller’s career in aviation insurance did not survive the Great Depression; in the 1930s he returned to England and took his son, Peter, with him. Doris and her sister Georgette went to Belgium with their mother. The family was split in two, but the girls maintained contact with their father and occasionally they visited him in England on their British passports. 



There were no British passports when Ruth’s family arrived on Britain’s shores in the late nineteenth century. Her paternal grandparents were en route to America, but they didn’t get further than Dublin. Her mother’s family ended up in Liverpool. Both were part of the 2.7-million-strong Jewish exodus west in the wake of Russian pogroms and atrocities. Between 1881 and 1914 Britain’s small Jewish population grew to 250,000 and, propelled by the vitriol of a few publicists and politicians, immigration soon became a heated issue. In 1905 the ‘Alien Act’ set the precedent for a century of increased immigration controls; British passports were introduced in 1914.

Despite the hype, Britain’s new Jewish population integrated quickly. Ruth’s father Isaac Henry emerged from ‘a pile of children’ in Dublin to become a successful doctor in Birmingham and his daughter Ruth grew up feeling every bit a little British girl.



I felt terribly lucky my grandparents came here. I once asked my grandfather to teach me Russian and he said, ‘I won’t speak that language; horrible people, horrible people. I want to forget them.’



Unlike the vast majority of people in Britain, Ruth’s family understood what it meant to be persecuted. 



Muriel’s father also arrived in Britain on a boat from Russia. ‘He always spoke English with an accent. His brother gave him a box of handkerchiefs to sell; all he could say was “a penny each, a penny each”.’ Mr Bogush eventually married and settled among the large Jewish community in London’s Stamford Hill.

Muriel was born in 1928. Recalling her childhood, she says, ‘I don’t remember much. Just the usual stuff: I had a whip and a top and I loved my doll and pram – I was really girlie.’ As if to underline her point she glances down at her scarlet lacquered nails. ‘Oh yes, and I was always annoying my big sister. That’s about it, I think.’ Muriel grins broadly before admitting that, for her, life really began in 1939, when the family moved to a small village in Buckinghamshire called Bletchley. 
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There’s Nowt so Queer as Folk

Actress Pamela was (and still is) a woman who makes an impression. But it was not on the stage (nor in a sanatorium) that Rozanne first met her most significant Park friend. 

‘I was standing waiting for Pamela on the lawn outside the mansion. Yes. We were both looking for each other and then we met and we got on like a house on fire! We’ve never looked back.’

We are sitting in Rozanne’s living room; spring is pushing up around the window of her Oxfordshire home. There are daffodils and birdsong and the distant strum of a far-off mower but Rozanne does not notice, she is fully focused on a very different England in a very different time. ‘I remember it like it was yesterday.’

Meeting bohemian, thespian Pamela was a huge deal for young impressionable Rozanne. ‘Pam was on the verge of being a rebel. She was more than stylish, she had her own style. She wore trousers and tunics and never wore a hat. And she was terribly brainy and very quick at picking up languages.’ 

Rozanne was smitten from the outset. Pam, in her London sitting-room, smiles at the details of her friend’s description. ‘Zan is a wonderful romantic, she loves a good story. I don’t remember wearing tunics! But I suppose I did have a few more clothes than some of the other girls.’ And then she laughs her full throaty laugh.

There is no disguising the deep affection that exists between these two remarkable women and has done ever since their friendship began seventy-two years ago on a nondescript patch of grass outside a manor house in Buckinghamshire. The meeting was not a coincidence.

Tom Boase was head of admin in my hut and he had taught Pamela’s brother at Oxford. He said, ‘The sister of an undergraduate I know well is here and I would like you to meet her because you don’t know many people and she is nearer your age.’


 It turned out that Tom Boase was not only a Professor of History of Art and Director of the Courtauld Institute, he was also an astute manager of people. Here was an example of Bletchley Park’s leadership at its best, looking out for the welfare of their isolated workforce. Tom recognised that Rozanne, confined to her small Italian section stuffed full of much older academic males, needed friends nearer her own age, and was able to suggest the ideal match. From a similar class (although Rozanne wasn’t a deb – ‘No, I was definitely one rung down!’) and both harbouring creative ambitions, the girls had much in common.

Rozanne was duly impressed by the elegant woman who greeted her on the lawn. ‘Pam had a presence. I admired her and was rather swept up by her. She is still my closest friend. Yes, I regard her as my best friend.’ 


Work Colleagues


In fact Tom Boase had no need to worry about Rozanne. ‘You see, everything is terribly exciting when you are young and away from home,’ she explains, and life in her hut proved no exception. Warm, open-minded and spontaneous, this gamine dark-haired girl was much taken with the huddle of academics and older men in the Italian air section. She remembers them as ‘friendly, polite and easy to get on with’. There was one man in particular who transformed her working life. Rozanne had noticed him that first morning when she entered the foggy hut: ‘Inside this room opposite the door sat Professor Last (Hugh) seated at the table with a large bookcase of books perched on the end, almost cutting him off from the others.’ Rozanne’s designated work station ‘looked towards Hugh Last’s bookcase . . . He had, I noticed from the first, wise dark eyes, a solemn manner but also a delightful smile.’

For Rozanne, Hugh was: 

observant, polite in an old-fashioned way, he seemed to belong entirely to an academic world, referred to Oxford as his ‘Alma Mater’ (Brasenose College particularly), was shy of women and lived, or had lived until coming to Bletchley PK, a bachelor Don’s college existence, with little idea of how the real world lived. 


This gauche professor was immediately taken with Rozanne (one can only imagine the breath of fresh air she must have been in an otherwise stuffy male room). ‘From my work place I could see his dark eyes observing me.’ Eventually Hugh summoned up the courage to ask her to lunch. Rozanne was stunned. She still remembers the invitation as an ‘extraordinary thing’. The nineteen-year-old politely accepted and they set off to the canteen together. This one o’clock rendezvous became a regular fixture, as did the Latin lesson that followed in the coffee hut near the mansion. No matter that Rozanne ‘had never had a proper education’, she was now being taught an ancient language by the Camden Professor of Roman History. 

Through Hugh, Rozanne’s working life was transformed; a kaleidoscope of experiences presented themselves to her. ‘I was soon invited to the manor in Newton Longville where he was billeted with Tom Boase and Rhoda Welsford at old Lady Welsford’s house.’ Rozanne would get on her scarlet bicycle and join these three esteemed Bletchley employees (all more than twenty years her senior) for a slap-up meal. She laughs now at the vivid recollections: Old Lady Welsford so grand and puffy, forcing her elderly academic charges to sit at the table like polite schoolboys, the ancient 1916 car that brought the trio into work (‘there was a huge bonnet well ahead of the car and at the back it was built up like an old coach’) and the lessons that Rozanne learnt. ‘It was a fascinating time for me, I had always loved history, Roman history in particular, though I was a complete amateur in all such things.’ For both Hugh and Rozanne this was no ordinary friendship.


Soon I was inextricably involved with Hugh Last, who began to be in love with me, though very conscious of his age. (He was forty-six but behaved more like a man of sixty-six!) and I just nineteen. I became very fond of him and he remained a friend for life.


But there was no physical contact, not even a kiss. Rozanne smiles at the very suggestion and then tries to explain the world she grew up in:


He was just a wonderful person and a typical product of those times. It is rather unbelievable to hear but there were several professors then who were not married. No, they were not gay, but they probably never had relations with women. It was taken for granted they were bachelors, that’s who they were. They went straight from being brilliant sixth-formers into the very masculine world of academia.


War and, with it, Rozanne’s arrival, turned Hugh’s ordered world upside down, but he was far too much of a gentleman to step outside the lines with this vivacious, much younger woman. For her part, Rozanne was equally moved. ‘The memory of those early days are very vivid to me still. I shall never forget his devotion to me and mine to him.’ At the very end of her unpublished notes on Bletchley, Rozanne adds a touching anecdote that underlines her earlier sentiment: these were very different times. 


One funny old-fashioned thing was that for 6 months after starting work at Bletchley Hugh Last always called me ‘Miss Medhurst’ when talking to me; and it was a great moment when he announced to me, ‘Might I address you from now on as Rozanne?’ This is not as unusual as it seems today for people were much more FORMAL in those days.
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By her own admission Charlotte had grown up with very few friends, having been home-educated in remote Herefordshire. Beyond the secrecy and long shifts she therefore took great comfort from the companionship Bletchley offered. Working upstairs in the mansion she was in the prime position to enjoy her coffee breaks downstairs in the Recreation Room.


We would get chatting with different people. Because of the nature of the Official Secrets Act you couldn’t talk about work, never. It was always social chit chat. I think that helped you facilitate friendships because you couldn’t talk ‘shop’. 


It was over coffee that Charlotte had her first taste of America. Although never numbering more than a couple of hundred, a spattering of American cryptanalysts had been piloted into most huts from 1942. If much of Britain swooned when the GIs arrived, Bletchley bristled. Charlotte recalls an atmosphere of ‘we will show ’em how it is done!’ But any sense of ‘them and us’ didn’t stop this self-possessed young woman breaking the ice with a man called Walter Sharp. She couldn’t get over his accent, nor his Americanisms. A little taste of Hollywood had landed in Buckinghamshire! 

‘Sidewalk, garters, pants, the accent can sound pretty awful!’ Charlotte smiles; she had found a new friend.


But socialising wasn’t always so straightforward. ‘It is not easy to express, it was not well regarded for you to make friends in other sections. The head of the section might check on what you were up to, who you were mixing with and warn you off indir­ectly.’ Gwen is trying to explain the conundrum that was Bletchley Park – now widely regarded as a place full of fascinating people – and why access to those people was restricted. The concentric circles of secrecy, guarded more closely in some huts and sections than others, meant there was no ‘one size fits all’ social template. With no one to make connections for her, and no sociable coffee breaks in the mansion, Gwen had to make her own way. Having spent the first nine years of her life as an only child she was used to that. Gwen, like Rozanne, worked in a small department in Josh Cooper’s Air Section, where the recruits were disproportionately male, older and erudite. Precocious scholarship girl Gwen was in her element. 

Tellingly, the chapter in her memoir where she explains her initiation into the secret world of deciphering Luftwaffe traffic is entitled ‘Making Friends’. In her most recent email to me she writes: ‘I do hope you will come again. I should like to tell you more about some of the remarkable people at BP.’

What left a lasting impression on Gwen was not the work itself but rather the colourful collection of individuals she worked with. This young girl, who had only just waved goodbye to a routine life of school, Mother and Father and a ploddish clerical post in Gloucestershire, was immediately impressed by her outlandish colleagues. There was Denys Webster, an avid Arsenal supporter who loved Italian opera (‘I can still hum arias from one of his [Bellini’s] operas, which instantly brings back Denys’ absorbed and blissful face’), Maurice Zarb, a banker of Maltese, Arabic and Greek descent who quoted Eastern love poems and believed there was no more amorous music than Mozart’s (‘conversation with Maurice was like being fed delicious and fascinating food’) and just one other woman. Wrapped in voluminous kaftans and scarves, this exotic older lady would ‘pour out to me a long lament about her lost happiness, and her yearning to go back to the Cambridge Ladies College where she had been a professor of Eastern Languages’. Gwen had found her own little piece of paradise. Even better was the assurance that there was more excitement to come. 

‘A poet!’ Here Gwen almost squeaks on a quest to recall her excitement. A real-life poet was due to return shortly to the department. Welshman Vernon Watkins – affectionately regarded as the joke of the section – had been much talked of in his absence and young Gwen was all ears. It is impossible to underestimate her mounting sense of anticipation. By the age of six she was already reading Rudyard Kipling’s Kim and formative memories include her impoverished grandmother’s great bookcase bulging with Victorian prose. Gwen was a natural wordsmith (‘poetry was always my greatest interest’), so the prospect of meeting a man who had recently been published by Faber and Faber and knew T. S. Eliot was a very big deal.


It is difficult now to remember or imagine the enormous cachet derived from being a Faber Poet (and even more difficult to envisage, without actually looking at old newspapers and magazines, the really colossal amount of space devoted to reviews).


Gwen was star-struck before Vernon had even returned from his (failed) commission. Indeed, before she had even read one of his poems. (‘I couldn’t understand them when I did!’) 

His grinning gentle Welsh face pushed its way around the door and everybody in the room gasped. 

Vernon Watkins had not only failed to become an officer (he’d marched his squad into a brick wall and forgotten to take his rifle with him for the passing-out parade) but he’d also returned to Bletchley with a shaven head. He looked like a slightly surprised convict, but that didn’t stop him from riffing with the head of section about his disastrous RAF commission interview. The Air Commodore had not thought poetry a suitable pastime in war:


He said he hoped I wasn’t writing any more while I was serving in the RAF. I replied that as a matter of fact I wrote poems all the time, because what poets wrote about war was far more important than what historians wrote.


Gwen was agog. She hurried to her seat and scribbled down as much of the conversation as she could remember. German tuning messages would have to wait; Vernon had just given her a perfect nugget for ‘the great comic novel I was going to write after the war about life in the air force’. That particular book was never written but Gwen had not misjudged the ‘massive initial impact’ of meeting Vernon. What began as another unlikely Bletchley friendship would go on to change her life forever. 


Seniors and Eccentrics 


Not only did Bletchley cryptanalyst and historian Asa Briggs observe of the Park, ‘I had never seen so many women in my life!’ he also emphasised the importance of good relations between ‘the younger and older members of the BP community.’ Inevitably perhaps, with so much time spent locked in gruelling shifts, harmony across these gender and age divides was paramount. 

Although few expected genuine friendship to blossom, many young girls, some in their first paid job, were struck by the warm, easy-going individuals who managed Bletchley’s vast workforce. No matter that they got paid significantly less than their male equivalents, both Pamela and Rozanne are adamant that they never felt talked down to as women at the Park. Name-checking chess master Hugh Alexander and Harry Hinsley, who she worked alongside in the Naval Section, as examples of friendly cryptanalysts, Pamela emphatically adds, ‘it never felt like there was a divide between us, unlike in that film [Enigma] which suggested that all the women did was carry coffee trays’. Ann remembers Stuart Milner-Barry (latterly the head of Hut 6) as a big bear of a man who would come and stand over the radiator and casually chat with his staff. Likewise, Pamela and the Moller sisters all remember Frank Birch, the theatrical don in charge of the Naval section, as a fair ‘jovial’ fellow.

Even stooped bespectacled professors were apparently able to let their hair down. Joanna, by this time an efficient Colossus operator, recalls Professor Max Newman as ‘an absolute darling, a very very nice man. Very considerate of others.’ Perhaps her affection was reinforced when she saw his ‘terrific jitterbugging’ in Woburn’s village hall. Either way, Cora, a more junior member of the Newmanry team, was not even graced with an introduction to the mighty mathematician, proving personal recollections are just that: personal.

Josh Cooper, one of Bletchley’s most renowned code-breakers, was Rozanne’s top boss in the Air Section but she was unperturbed by his razor-sharp mind and her description is more reminiscent of a bumbling uncle. ‘He was tall, polite, shambolically dressed and he continually ran his hands through his floppy brown hair.’ She did, however, recognise his brilliance (or at least the more curious manifestations of it). ‘He would go down to the lake with a cup of tea, deep in thought with the codes, and at the end would throw the cup into the lake. Yes, I actually saw him do that. He had a photographic mind.’ Through her intriguing work colleagues she even got to know Alan Turing. ‘He was polite, kind and intelligent but preferred the company of men.’ 

Alan Turing, now widely credited as being the father of the modern computer, was with his ‘brilliant mechanisation of subtle logical deductions’ the main man behind Bletchley’s Bombes. His machines had transformed the decoding process, delivering tangible results for Montgomery in North Africa and turning the Battle of the Atlantic towards Allied advantage. Despite the Park’s compartmentalised systems, many had a pretty good idea that this ‘prof’ was the genius loci at BP. But of the thousands who worked there, few met him, and fewer still actually knew him. (Even Baroness Trumpington, who was at the Park from 1940, only met him once when delivering a message, and then she can’t recall if he said ‘thank you’.) Lady Jean Graham, however, worked directly for him in Hut 8. Alan Turing was responsible for the Banburismus process which saw her frantically ticking paper all day. However she bore no grudge. ‘He was an awfully nice man.’ She smiles at the list of personal idiosyncrasies: ‘shabby, knitting, nail bitten, tieless, sometimes halting in speech and awkward of manner’, a man famous for his gas masks and curious cycling habits.

Yes he had lots of eccentric behaviour. I talked to him often and saw him every day. We were in a big room at one end of the building and he came in and would say, ‘Now where is the Norwegian stuff?’ or ‘Have you got today’s letters from Norway or Italy?’ 

And you would say, ‘Sir I have them here.’

‘Oh that’s all right. Thank you.’


Lady Jean worked in Hut 8 in 1942. The fact that she remembers Turing as an ‘awfully nice’ accessible man is particularly striking given the pressure his hut was under that year. In February 1942 a fourth Enigma wheel was introduced by the German Navy for cipher machines being used on the Atlantic U-boats’ net – the result was catastrophic: Bletchley Park’s naval code-breakers were thrown back into the dark. The Shark key wreaked havoc; ‘during the first eight months of 1942, over 4 million tonnes of shipping were sunk by U-boats at the rate of more than 500,000 tonnes per month. Between 60 and 108 ships were sunk during each month.’ Minus the necessary cribs and without high-speed four-wheel Bombes, Hut 8 was in dire straits. The message settings produced by the four-wheeled Enigmas meant that even Banburismus was rendered ineffective. When it came to Shark, Lady Jean was ticking in vain. Despite the air of failure, however, she only has good things to say about Alan. ‘They worked jolly hard. There were beds on the floor; some of them slept there.’ Joan Clarke, one of Bletchley’s rare female cryptanalysts, worked with Alan upstairs, and was at one time his fiancée. Lady Jean remembers her well: ‘She was a very bright woman. She really loved him, I think.’ 

There has been much speculation about this relationship between Alan Turing and his female colleague, Joan Clarke; the story had just been reincarnated again, this time by Hollywood in The Imitation Game, with Keira Knightley as Turing’s unlikely leading lady. Jean recalls that even back then, in the thick of war, gossip was rife.


Everybody talked about their engagement. They thought it was fantastic that Joan should be going around with him. She didn’t know [he was homosexual] to begin with and when she found out she said, ‘You knew what he was and you never told me!’ She didn’t know and she felt a fool.


Lady Jean’s story contradicts the suggestion made by Turing’s main biographer, Andrew Hodges, that Joan was aware of and unfazed by her fiancé’s homosexuality. Maybe, as Hodges suggests, on Joan’s part there was a misunderstanding over the word ‘tendencies’ in relation to Turing’s homosexuality. Or perhaps once the engagement had been called off and Joan felt hurt, the story was conflated.

In wartime Britain homosexuality was illegal, but in some circles the Park fostered a more tolerant attitude. For Rozanne, with Church of England vicars on both sides of her family, it was ‘a real eye-opener’.


Most of the people I met before BP got engaged and were married. It didn’t occur to me that life could be different. But at Bletchley it was less clear-cut. I was aware of homosexuality and I knew that Alan Turing was a homosexual, and others. But BP was avant-garde and I was young and picked up on the feeling amongst people that this was perfectly normal.


Aristocratic Jean, no doubt aware of Establishment Britain’s revulsion towards homosexuality, was deeply touched by this ‘sweet handsome’ man and his predicament. 


I had an idea when I was there. I wish I had carried it out. I would like to have written to Winston Churchill and told him, ‘this man saved the country’, you know, that sort of thing. ‘I feel that Britain should give him something in return.’


What she had in mind was the idea that Britain should gift Alan Turing a large house in a town with a big college, ‘somewhere like Canada where there is no law against homosexuals’. It is unlikely that Turing, never particularly secretive about his homosexuality and fully engaged at the forefront of British technical innovation, would have accepted the offer of a house on the fringes of the English-speaking world, especially as Canadian laws were no more tolerant towards homosexuals than Britain’s. However, the fact that Lady Jean even had such an idea (‘I remember having that thought in the Park’) reveals the supreme confidence afforded by her noble birth. ‘My family knew Winston Churchill because father was in the House of Lords. He could have spoken to him.’ It is also indicative of the deep loyalty and affection she felt towards Turing.

‘I didn’t do it and I wish I had. Alan . . .’ She stops briefly before articulating what came next. ‘Ten years later they went and operated on him and then he committed suicide.’ 

Birds of a Feather 


Pamela is circumspect. ‘I suppose some of the girls working in my section were more conservative than I was. They were quite “debby”, I think you would call them Sloane Rangers now.’ And while the common assumption of ‘ever present pearls’ among Bletchley’s indexers doesn’t resonate, she concedes this may have meant she wore them too. ‘People did wear a lot of pearls.’

Pamela never confined her friendship circle to Bletchley’s high-society set. But when she advanced from her indexing role to run the administration of the whole index she missed their chat. Managing them was much less fun. Their antics have subsequently acquired legendary status. Jean Campbell-Harris (now better known as Baroness Trumpington) recalls, ‘we girls did everything we could to think of to lighten our lives and I am afraid that I often behaved very badly indeed’. What follows is a list of high jinks: false notices telling staff what to wear to work, irreverent ditties saved for long night shifts and a farcical incident involving three debs and a careering laundry basket. Needless to say Sarah Norton, Osla Benning and Jean Barker were duly punished and didn’t work together for another three weeks. 

While Pamela, at least three or four
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