


[image: The top half of the cover shows a large crowd around a burning building with smoke billowing out. ‘Mark Hodkinson’ is prominently displayed in yellow at the top. The middle features the book title ‘Opening the Gates of Hell’, and the bottom shows Herbert on his motorcycle in army uniform with the subtitle ‘The untold story of Herbert Kenny, the man who discovered Belsen’.]





Also by Mark Hodkinson

No One Round Here Reads Tolstoy: Memoirs of a Working-Class Reader

The Longest Winter

The Last Mad Surge of Youth

The Overcoat Men

That Summer Feeling

Believe in the Sign

www.markhodkinson.com




[image: ]



‘I think what is British about me is my feelings and awareness of others and their situations. We don’t interfere. If we are heartbroken, we don’t scream in your face with tears … we go home and cry on our own.’

Michael Caine, actor

‘Heroes are not giant statues framed against a red sky. They are people who say: this is my community, and it’s my responsibility to make it better.’

Tom McCall, former governor of Oregon

‘I hope people can realise how far mankind can sink if they are not careful. Why is there so much hatred? It’s something that I just don’t understand. We don’t choose our life, but we can choose whether we hate others.’

Corporal Ian Forsyth, wireless operator with the 15th/19th King’s Royal Hussars, among those who followed Herbert Kenny into Belsen. Died 2021, aged 97

‘We are not responsible for the past, but we are responsible for what we choose to remember and what we choose to forget.’

Kim Ati Wagner, Professor of Global and Imperial History, Queen Mary University of London

‘A hero is an ordinary individual who finds the strength to persevere and endure in spite of overwhelming obstacles.’

Christopher Reeve, actor, famous for playing Superman.




Contents



Preface

1. An Arndale Centre with a few houses around it

2. A wretched mode of life

3. 1 OR killed 5 OR wounded

4. You need running, lad

5. The Hun keep stirring it

6. This country is at war with Germany

7. Packing and unpacking a kitbag

8. All hell broke loose on that gun

9. One by one, the planes came in

10. The familiarity of death

11. Blown to kingdom come

12. Proceed and enter

13. Just skin and bone

14. Incomprehension and rage

15. A prison frock, almost in tatters

16. The most shocking scene

17. What did you do in the war, Daddy?

18. War is hell

19. Not attributable to war service

20. A handful of friends

21. No longer their true and proper selves

22. The war against ill-health

23. Jews for breakfast, Poles for dinner

24. Build a new life and start again

25. Pottering in the garden

26. A beautiful man

27. It finished him off, that Belsen

28. If all good people unite and speak out

Afterword

Endnotes

Bibliography

Acknowledgements




[image: Map titled ‘North Manchester’ showing places featured in the book in North Manchester, including Middleton, Manchester City Centre, Oldham, Rochdale, Bury, Salford and Moorclose. Major river routes are also depicted.]
[image: Map titled ‘Northwest Europe 1945’ showing countries including the UK, Germany and France. Places mentioned in the book, such as Manchester, Kiel, Hamburg, Belsen, Hamont, Bayeux and Argentan, have been underlined. Main rivers and sea routes are also shown.]



Preface



The Middleton, Moston and Blackley Guardian in north Manchester reported back on a tiny patch of the world and the people within it. The office was a small, single-storey building on a side street in Middleton town centre. Rattling typewriters made the tables shake. Telephone directories and bound copies of the paper were piled high on the floor. A row of dented green metal filing cabinets ran along one wall containing press cuttings and photographs. Translucent panels were set into the roof, so we at least had an idea of the time of day. Most of the staff had a pen in one hand and a cigarette in the other, hence the windowless office (we never called it a ‘newsroom’) was constantly swathed in smoke.

I was lucky to have entered local journalism when it was still a relatively buoyant industry. The paper was thick each week with adverts from estate agents, car dealers, supermarkets and furniture shops. The editor used to say, ‘They pay our wages, laddie’ – a perfectly acceptable way of speaking to young people in the 1980s. A decade or so later these businesses would defect to the internet, where news was available instantly and without a charge. Before this coup de grâce, we had been well-staffed and even had an unofficial rest day every Thursday when the paper was ‘put to bed’ (that is, printed). While the editor was out overseeing this, we spent our time drinking tea and chatting. Or ‘working up stories’, as it was also known.

The only mandatory task on Thursdays was to ensure that material in ‘the tray’ was typed up ready for the next edition. ‘The tray’ – a wire basket atop a pile of copy paper – was a receptacle for dispatches handed in by readers. These were pieces of paper torn from notepads, sometimes infused with the smell of chip fat and featuring a replica of the Olympic Games symbol stamped in brown rings from the bottom of tea and coffee mugs. They were mostly readers’ letters; notices of births, marriages and deaths; church meetings; amateur football match reports and bulletins from old folks’ clubs, as they were then known: Hollin Golden Threads, Langley Autumn Club, etc. Over the course of the day, we each took turns at working through the contents of this tray. They had no real editorial worth but served a mutual obligation of a local newspaper. They also helped to sell copies.

One Thursday in May 1985, Tony, a senior reporter – middle-aged, unusually tall and with a perpetual cough – was reading The Times. He had spread it out across the desk, rising from his chair sporadically to flick ash from a ciggie (his term) into a dish positioned at the paper’s edge. Tall Tony was always keen to snag us into discussions about national or international issues ‘There’s more to life than a councillor pointing at bloody potholes in the road,’ he’d say. This particular day, The Times was running stories marking the 40th anniversary of the surrender of Nazi Germany to the Allies and the ending of World War Two. A G7 Economic Summit had been held in Bonn, West Germany, after which President Ronald Reagan and Chancellor Helmut Kohl had called at the site of the former Belsen concentration camp. A few weeks earlier, Chancellor Kohl had visited the site to mark the 40th year of its liberation, which predated the end of the war by three weeks. In a speech delivered at the time, he had accepted Germany’s ‘historical responsibility for the crimes of the Nazi tyranny’, adding, ‘This is reflected not least in never-ending shame. We shall not let anything to do with this be falsified or made light of.’

Unknown to Tony, or any of us reporters, details of a remarkable link to this global story lay a few yards from where we were sitting. A large manila envelope sat in the tray with ‘Mr Kenny’ written on the front in black marker pen. I opened it. A typed article of several pages’ length was inside, held firm by a Bulldog clip. At the top, in the considered, florid longhand of what I presumed to be an older person, it read in capitals: ‘THE ENTRY OF THE FIRST BRITISH SOLDIER INTO BELSEN’. The opening paragraph cited the speech made by Chancellor Kohl, quoting him verbatim: ‘The first British soldier to enter the Belsen Concentration Camp will never forget what he saw and the feeling of horror he had and the horror of man’s inhumanity to man.’ I quickly realised that, although relayed in the third person, the article in the envelope was written by the very soldier to whom Kohl had referred. The piece continued: ‘This British soldier was a corporal dispatch rider of the 35th Coy RASC [Royal Army Service Corps] attached to the spearhead advance of the Eighth Army. His name, Herbert Kenny.’ Thereafter, in curt, workaday prose over 13 pages, Herbert recounted the journey to Belsen and his arrival at the site where he ‘debarred the gate that closed the road to intruders and rode into the camp.’ He wrote of the mass open graves and ‘people walking around with a glazed look in their eyes, so terribly thin they looked like skeletons’.

I fixed the pages back under the clip and walked through to the area at the front of the building. Mavis was sitting at the front desk – ‘reception’ would be too grand a description. I asked who had left the envelope. She said it was ‘an oldish fella, in his sixties’ and that he’d ‘scuttled off as quickly as he’d come in’. Herbert’s phone number and address were written on the back of the envelope. I rang him and we arranged to meet the next day. Our phone conversation was matter-of-fact; I might have been arranging an interview with a Golden Wedding couple or a worker presented with a carriage clock after 30 years at the same factory.

Herbert lived alone in a neat council maisonette. The remembered detail of his experience at Belsen was acute; the story ‘wrote itself’. I presumed it would be front-page news in the next edition. I was wrong. The editor liked to scheme the paper early to avoid what was viewed as unnecessary stress close to publication day; he was in his late fifties and could spy retirement. Accordingly, the prominence and positioning of stories bore scant correlation to their newsworthiness. My piece ran with the headline, ‘The Man Who Found Belsen’ with the subheading: ‘Horror That Still Lingers After 40 Years’. The article was ‘buried’ within the paper; it was a page-lead but placed close to the middle, serving as an unexpected and jarring prelude to the classified section comprising smudgy black and white photographs of houses, cars, caravans, newly-weds and missing dogs.

Back then, national newspapers and agencies combed local papers for stories to lift; the sugared term for this practice was ‘cross-fertilisation’. The muted placement of Herbert’s story may have served as camouflage, or the subject matter might have been viewed as distressing. Whatever the reason, my report was not picked up by other media outlets. The story has tapped me on the shoulder ever since. Across several house moves, I lost the cutting of the article, so it has felt as gauzy as a fading dream. Did it happen? Did I really spend an hour or two with the man who found Belsen? I was compelled to check. The office of the Middleton Guardian has long closed, the building now occupied by an estate agency. When I asked a journalist pal about those previously treasured bound copies of the paper, I was told they had been ‘chucked in a skip, probably’. And the photographs and cuttings that formed a faithful chronicle of the town and its people? ‘I think they’ve gone as well.’

Eventually I found the relevant issue in the British Library, the pages dust-dry and turned from white to ochre. Herbert was pictured on page 13 of the edition of Friday 10 May 1985, smart and proud in his army uniform, coat collar turned up. I smiled as I recalled him pulling the photograph from a drawer, joking that he was a ‘quite a handsome chap back then’. After the library visit, I did an internet search to see if, between then and now, he had been acknowledged for the key part he played in the relief of Belsen. The most definitive website, The Liberators of Belsen, had a roll call of those involved. High-ranking army officers, chaplains, medics, journalists and photographers were mentioned as being among the first into the camp, followed by a lengthy list of the others. In total, 1,241 soldiers and ancillary staff were named. Herbert Kenny was not among them.

Until 1985 Herbert had remained silent about his experience at Belsen. The 40th anniversary of VE Day had clearly acted as a jemmy on the slab stone of memory, and he was finally ready to set free those seared images of death, cruelty and suffering. Neither his family, the army or the medical profession had any awareness of his post-war, post-Belsen mental torment. There had been no succour, no counselling, no regimental reunions. The ‘cures’ he sought had been of his own devising – long walks, hard graft, regular exercise, even moving to another country. He had kept his secret of self for 40 years. He had been alone, always.

Herbert’s formal education had been meagre, the same as most from poor backgrounds in the 1920s, when class sizes were large and teaching was done by rote (‘chalk and talk’), limited primarily to The Three Rs of reading, writing and arithmetic. Despite this, he was a seeker of knowledge and had trusted that the process of setting down a memoir – he later expanded the initial piece with pages of handwritten notes – would act as time had done: moving him further away from those repugnant memories. After finishing the original article, I imagine him dithering, pacing his flat, putting the kettle on, staring from the window: what should I do with it now? The Middleton Guardian was the nearest and most obvious outlet.

The material within that manila envelope had not been a ‘pitch’ designed to self-aggrandise or attract the media; Herbert knew nothing of that world. He had bashed it out, a man in the later years of life (he was 72 in 1985) jabbing an ‘I was here’ flag into the ground and recognising the singularity of his life experience. The Holocaust, at the time, appeared to be fading to black and had become, outside of academia, socially and culturally verboten, cauterised from collective memory as if people, by engaging with it, were afraid of becoming mired in the horridness, or somehow complicit. Later, films such as Schindler’s List (1993) and Life is Beautiful (1997) would bring it back before the public, succeeded by a glut of books, documentaries and dramas. These had the effect of reducing the sense of proscription and morbidity, the impact on the individual seemingly diminished by belonging to a community of viewers, listeners and readers. Herbert could not have anticipated this, and must have felt a strong obligation to share his warning from history.

I have written thousands of stories in the course of my career, in newspapers and books. This one has stuck fast. I am its custodian. When we met on that overcast day in May 1985, it was as if I had made a pact: I would finish the job he had started when making those notes. I am from the same stock as Herbert Kenny – working-class, from north Manchester, of Irish origin on my mother’s side. I know these people well. They are streetwise and have learned ‘this, that and the other’ in pubs and working men’s clubs, on building sites, factory floors and lorry depots. Typically, they have each been conditioned – by family, workmates, teachers, friends – to accede or conceal their feelings, talent, ambition and, even, their life stories. Otherwise, they know what’s coming: who do you think you are? Herbert was familiar with this diktat and very much the same as everyone else – an Ordinary Joe, a John Smith, a Tommy, a member of the hoi polloi that formed the substantial majority of the British Army, any of whom might have found themselves at the gates of Belsen on that day. Herbert, in revealing his story, had to renounce this ingrained reticence, diffidence and modesty: it did not come easy. He died in May 2001, aged 88. But who was he? How did he arrive at Belsen? What did he see and how did he feel? How did he cope afterwards, this ordinary man placed in an extraordinary, life-changing situation? How many other Herbert Kennys walk among us?

Until I contacted them, the Kenny family had not contemplated the notion of ‘legacy’, either for themselves or Herbert. His papers – that original article and the notes – appeared to have been passed among them indiscriminately; I suspected they had hardly been read. Those who agreed to be interviewed were unfamiliar with the process and spoke prosaically: he was a ‘nice man’, he ‘didn’t give much away’. Did they ask him about the war, about Belsen? ‘Not really’. Their sort (regular, decent, down to earth) doesn’t reflect or acclaim, they get on with it; the footprint of their lives is quickly washed away. Still, I expected them to assist in this commemoration of Herbert: why not? A handful were enthusiastic; others were unresponsive or guarded. I found myself reiterating the importance of Herbert’s role in this major piece of world history, the necessity that he become known and be remembered.

His surviving daughters, June and Freda, both in their mid-eighties (two others, Edith and Linda, have died), declined to be interviewed or meet me, despite many requests. On an assignment of this scale, it was vital, naturally, that I sought clarification of their standpoint. I pondered whether they no longer wished to be associated with the Holocaust, that it had smeared their lives enough – Herbert made subsequent visits to the Middleton Guardian after I had left the paper, and the story was revisited on prominent VE Day anniversaries. Another more serious concern was whether they knew or suspected Herbert’s story might be untrue or that he had exaggerated the role he had played. He might have been in the vicinity of the camp, for example, but not the first to enter. A family member acting as an interlocutor confirmed that the information I had was understood to be accurate; I received no word back on the sensitivity or otherwise of the Holocaust as a subject matter.

Eventually, I learned of a possible explanation, which I reveal later within these pages. I doubt most will consider it compelling enough for non-cooperation, but within families and friendship circles we each have our own sensibilities and sensitivities. While June posts frequently and warmly on social media about her father, she would clearly rather not play any part in my wider framing of his story, though she sent me a gracious letter where she answered a few of my questions – Freda did the same via her daughter, Chris. The rebuff from the sisters was unexpected, but I have to respect their feelings. Herbert was, to them, first and foremost, a father, and it is their choice how they wish to curate his memory. Thankfully, others provided invaluable artefacts, photographs and information, agreeing to lengthy interviews. On my part, after meeting Herbert and in view of his regular pursuit of publicity for his story, I feel he would have approved.

The sentence was characteristically phlegmatic: ‘I debarred the gate that closed the road to intruders and rode into the camp, the first British soldier to do so.’ Herbert’s wartime memories are written in the type of notebook that is often left around the house to scribble down shopping lists or reminders of upcoming birthdays. The Big Value Jotter has a scarlet front cover and the familiar ‘S’ of the Silvine branding. A Spar price sticker is still on the back: 19p. Since he wrote the notes, this period of history – World War Two, the Holocaust – has been atomised and scrutinised. Whole libraries are given over to its study. A focus of such intensity has sought absolutes from tumult: who did what and when and why? Consequently, descendants of soldiers, along with historians and authors, have made various claims as to the identity of the first Allied soldier to enter Belsen, none of them categorically verifiable.

The liberation occurred when swathes of northern mainland Europe were in pandemonium. The Allies were advancing on a multitude of fronts and the Wehrmacht (the regular German army) was in retreat, with clusters of soldiers in mutiny. According to one historian, Lower Saxony, where Belsen was based, had become ‘akin to the Wild West’. The few Allied officers forewarned of Belsen’s existence at short notice had expected to find a conventional prisoner-of-war camp on a scale considerably smaller than the one they encountered. In the circumstances – and also accounting for the soldiers’ state of disorientation on making such an abhorrent discovery – no one had the time or inclination to record the roles undertaken by specific personnel, much less pose for photographs.

When I interviewed Herbert I had been a reporter for four years and had covered a wealth of stories. The paper’s circulation area bordered Manchester city centre and included several ‘newsy’ districts. I had sat in on court cases and inquests. I had visited crime and accident scenes. I had written features on felons, magicians, boxers, naturists, traffic wardens, octogenarian swimmers, actors, musicians and drug addicts: all manner of life. I had learned to discern. I could quickly evaluate the strength or otherwise of stories. I could read people, spot their agenda. I had been trained to probe them – gently, politely, firmly – for information. In short, irrespective of my relative youth, I judged myself to be what older reporters called ‘hard-nosed’.

In spite of the public perception, very few people lie to journalists, especially those working for local newspapers. Even so, on a story of such substance, as I sat with Herbert I did a mental check of obvious signs of duplicity. His speech pattern and tone of voice were consistent. He kept eye contact but not excessively so. He didn’t fidget. He didn’t bring his hands to his mouth. The detail was sharp, the memories sure. I left without a trace of suspicion that he might have fabricated the story. I recall distinctly – because I pressed him – that he didn’t say he was among the first soldiers or one of the first to enter Belsen. He said he was the first. On taking possession of his notes, I checked for inaccuracies and discrepancies. The dates and the places tallied; this would have been extremely difficult to falsify in a pre-internet age. I consulted army records of 35 Coy RASC and they affirmed the locations of Herbert’s unit, including that it had been at Belsen in mid-April 1945.

Herbert’s notes are included here almost verbatim, with a little tidying up or excising to avoid repetition. They are interspersed among the pages and, where helpful, I have provided an explanation or broader context. I have mirrored Herbert’s use of the word ‘Belsen’ to denote the camp. Over recent years it has been referred to increasingly as Bergen-Belsen to differentiate it from both the city in Norway (Bergen) and the town close to where the camp was based (Belsen); it feels an unnecessary convolution. The notes reveal the man. Until his arrival at the camp, they are candid and earnest and restrained, but the sentences shudder as he attempts to relate the abomination before him; most words fail, of course, in such a crucible of extremity. He reacts as most of us would in that same situation. He is bewildered, his innate decency and fairmindedness affronted and exhausted; he rages. At such times it is striking that he writes in the third person, as if putting a barrier between himself and all he sees, hears and smells.

I have incorporated a few anecdotes drawn from dimly remembered vignettes passed on by Herbert to either myself when we met, or others: we chatted for a good while after the end of the formal interview. Down the years, he did sometimes speak of the war, if not Belsen itself. I have occasionally used poetic licence to better walk in his shoes, to imagine how he might have felt or what was said at a given time, or better describe a scene or situation. Where there felt to be omissions or vagueness in Herbert’s recollections, I have formed a composite, drawing on episodes or insights of family, friends, workmates or, in the case of his army life, soldiers who underwent similar experiences; nothing of import has been concocted.

I am now, obviously, much older than when I sat down with Herbert at a table in his maisonette, and of an age where I am better able to tell such an important story. In truth, it has been a challenge to render a man as anonymous as Herbert Kenny, where source material has been limited. As someone new to this field of history I was impressed by the level of expertise and forensic nature of much of the existing general research. I have tried to match this assiduity but without ever losing sight of Herbert, this Everyman who could easily have been a member of our own family, one of us. The task has been overwhelming at times. I have figuratively visited Belsen most days for almost a whole year. This is naught to that endured by Herbert, his fellow liberators and, most pointedly, those poor souls interned in the camp. In the end, through the thicket of time, I believe I have found Herbert: he passes through these pages.

By virtue of being born in 1912, Herbert’s life was heavily bruised by two world wars. His father died in the first, when Herbert was six years old, and in the second he endured the hostilities of combat compounded by the psychological impact of Belsen. Phrases such as ‘Lest we forget’ and indexes of the dead on war memorials have become the wallpaper of our lives. The youngest soldiers to enter Belsen were 21, or thereabouts. If still alive, they will now be approaching their 100th birthdays. In a few years they will all have died. We may pay heed when we see poppies affixed to lapels in November close to Remembrance Sunday, but otherwise we do forget; we’re too busy living. Those of us born after 1945 have had great fortune. Our corner of the world has remained in relative peace. We have not been persecuted for our race or religion. Bombs have not fallen from the sky. None of us has been forced to join the Armed Forces. Herbert and his kind didn’t proselytise or seek gratitude. ‘Lest we forget’ is an entreaty for us not to make the same mistakes again. The freedom for which they fought came without caveats and included the freedom to forget, to move on. Christina Rossetti expressed this gift in her poem, ‘Song’:


When I am dead, my dearest,

Sing no sad songs for me;

Plant thou no roses at my head,

Nor shady cypress tree:

Be the green grass above me

With showers and dewdrops wet:

And if thou wilt, remember,

And if thou wilt, forget.



I have carried this story for many years, as Herbert did. I have written it because I owe it to him and others, the unknown and unsung, who, across many areas of life, have been burdened indiscriminately by great adversity and grief. They do really walk among us. And they inspire us with their grace, humility and strength. While this is a tale of systematic malevolence, it is also about the resilience of the human spirit and a celebration of hope: there is more good than bad in the world, however it may sometimes seem.

Mark Hodkinson




Chapter One

An Arndale Centre with a few houses around it



Place names in Britain are often remarkably specific. Of them all, Middleton (literally: middle town) is among the most utilitarian, which is probably why there are almost 50 instances, some as a single word, others with a suffix, such as Middleton Baggot (Shropshire), Middleton St George (Durham) and Middleton on the Wolds (North Yorkshire). The Middleton in south-east Lancashire – though some prefer to log its location as Greater Manchester – is roughly equidistant to Manchester, Oldham, Prestwich, Heywood and Rochdale, and is by far the largest Middleton, with 47,000 inhabitants.

This Middleton lies in a flat valley of the River Irk. The fast-flowing river and its tributaries became a source of power in the Industrial Revolution for cotton mills that bunched throughout the town, brick monoliths looming tall and wide above streets of terraced houses built for the workers. By 1900, across its nine square miles, Middleton had 22 cotton mills with more than 500,000 spindles twisting fibres around the clock, with staff on 12-hour shifts. They were infernal places. They were cramped. The thud-thudding machines were noisy. The air was clogged with cotton dust that coated lungs, often leading to a condition called byssinosis, also known as brown lung disease. A sweltering temperature of up to 30°C had to be maintained to save thread from breaking. Workers were fined for misdemeanours such as staring out of a window. Accidents were prevalent, occurring mainly in the last few hours of a shift when operatives were exhausted; it was not uncommon to lose fingers and limbs or suffer gruesome deaths trapped in machinery.

Life expectancy in Middleton during the Industrial Revolution was only 21 years; it was 38 in the more rural Westmorland. By the age of 13, in growth terms, boys from Middleton were a full year behind the national average. The textile-printing industry also thrived, the Irk providing energy to drive machinery. As the cloth passed through various stages, the abundance of water was used in dying and tanning. For almost 200 years the town was busy and grimy, smoke belching from chimneys, streams bubbling black with toxins, the houses small and overcrowded. Middleton had been shaped and sullied by industrialisation but, in most directions, open rolling hills were visible, promising a pleasant wander and respite from the toil. This adjacent splendour was thought to have inspired the description of Middleton as having ‘a clean face and a dirty neck’.

The British cotton industry peaked in 1912, the year Herbert Kenny was born, but then began an inexorable decline. The outbreak of World War One meant cotton could no longer be exported and many countries set up their own factories. The huge market of India, which accounted for 60 per cent of Britain’s exported cotton, was lost when Mahatma Gandhi called for a boycott of British goods in 1929 as part of the campaign to free India from colonial rule. Between the wars, the industry shed 345,000 workers and 800 mills closed. By 1958, for the first time, Britain imported more cotton goods than it exported. Lower overheads in other countries – paltry wages and squalid conditions reminiscent of those during the Industrial Revolution – meant Britain could not compete. By the early 1970s, mills were closing in Lancashire at a rate of one per week. Round-the-clock working became a four-day week, to three, two, one, gone.

The vacated mills were used as warehouses for carpets and wallpaper, curtains and bedding, while engineering firms moved into others to assemble machines for export to countries carrying out textile manufacture; the irony was not lost on the staff. Many mills were given over to the ‘rag trade’ where machinists, overlockers, cutters and pressers were set to work making items for brands such as C&A, Littlewoods and Marks & Spencer. The tobacco company, Gallaher, moved into Rex Mill in Middleton Junction – mills usually had short names to fit snugly on their chimneys. The workplace was known locally as ‘Senior Service’, named after one of Gallaher’s main brands of untipped cigarettes. Sarson’s Vinegar (‘purity – strength – flavour’) took over a former Co-op mill in Mills Hill Road to brew and bottle vinegar on site. Three other long-established companies in the town were Robert McBride Ltd, a supplier of cleaning products; the Bernstein Group, a kitchen manufacturing firm; and CPA (Calico Printing Association), where Herbert and other members of his family would work at various times.

Throughout the 1970s and ’80s Middleton fell into a torpor with high unemployment and related social problems of increased crime, alcoholism and drug use. Conditions in mills had been poor but they formed communities of all ages with a high percentage of women; about two-thirds of all millworkers were female. Most had their own social clubs and sports teams but these disbanded when the mills closed. Government support was minimal compared to sums tendered to areas where other industries had closed down, particularly coal and steel. The media barely acknowledged the plight of textile workers, nor the towns where they lived. Instead, state-of-the-nation television documentaries and newspaper features were billed with poignant pithead imagery or switched-off, shelled-out blast furnaces. By the end of 1982, the year of the Falklands War, the unemployment rate in Middleton exceeded 17 per cent, higher than at any time since the 1930s.

Afterwards, the jobs available were mainly as casual workers at trading estates and retail parks, often sited where mills had once stood, though several would remain empty for years (and still do), boarded up and claimed by nature, the walls dabbed by sprigs of bellflower and arching stalks of buddleia. The deprivation and level of hardship was confirmed in press releases sent to the Middleton Guardian by various agencies. ‘High Death Rate Shock’ was one of my first front-page leads, in April 1983. The article was based on a report by the local health authority revealing that the area had ‘one of the highest annual death rates in the whole of the industrialised world’. The risk of death for those under the age of 65 was 50 per cent above the national average; instances of lung cancer were almost twice as high. The causes were itemised: sub-standard housing, poor diet, pollution, unemployment and stress. Elsewhere in Manchester there were dashes of progressive living – refurbished buildings, a more youthful population, delicatessens, wine bars, antique emporiums, book shops and so on, but these were absent to the north of the city. Students arriving in Manchester didn’t stray to Collyhurst, Moston, Blackley or Middleton. Moreover, even after three years of study in the city, most had not heard of these districts, let alone visited them.

Middleton had a few pockets of affluence with large, splendid homes on streets with suitably countrified names – Meadow Road, Woodlands Way, Parkside – but, as in much of north Manchester, it comprised mostly rundown neighbourhoods. As journalists covering this patch, we were routinely sent to conduct interviews at homes that the editor warned might be ‘a bit scruffy’. We’d be greeted by barking dogs and led to a living room with a threadbare carpet, wallpaper hanging from the wall, knocked-over beer cans on a coffee table and, occasionally, down among the debris, a baby crawling towards an always-on television.

On my first week at the paper I was sent to Middleton Police Station and introduced to the officer who ‘looked after the press’; they didn’t have a designated press officer at the time. He smoked and was oblivious to the ash falling to the floor as he scoured the incidents log. ‘Are you new?’ he asked, without looking up. ‘Yes, I started this week.’ He smirked. ‘Do you know about round here?’ Before I could answer, he said: ‘There’s more crooks per square mile than anywhere else in England.’ He then cough-laughed and it sounded similar to pins shaken in a bottle. On subsequent visits, he issued more of these homilies, usually prefaced with a rhetorical question. ‘Why don’t they admit it? Most coloureds have got a chip on their shoulder.’ Another time, he set upon a discourse about a new sartorial trend he had noted: people wearing sportswear as casual clothing. ‘All these fucking weasels are going out on the rob dressed like Daley Thompson,’ he said.

Middleton had several council estates of varying sizes. Langley, the largest, was an ‘overspill estate’ set above the town on an expansive strip of land. Built in the early 1950s, it almost doubled Middleton’s population, with 17,000 people living in 4,800 dwellings. The estate housed Mancunians who had either been bombed out during the war or whose homes had been demolished under slum clearance policies. Although Middleton was only six miles from the centre of Manchester, it had its own identity and infrastructure, which meant the union with incomers was uneasy.

Langleys were frequent visitors to the office. Most weeks we were summoned to the front desk for a ‘Langley damp story’ – usually a young, agitated mum blurting out details, breaking off to soothe a runny-nosed toddler in a push trolley. We’d send a photographer to her house in Ambleside Close or similar; streets were named after towns and villages in the Lake District. In the next edition, the mum would be pictured, pointing to a rash of mould above a cot: ‘Damp Fears of Langley Mum’. The other staples were typical of most estates: occasional murders, fights, robberies, car crashes, acts of vandalism, and, in between, acts of generosity and kindness. Charity raffles and concerts were commonplace, held at one of the estate’s many pubs and clubs – the Moonraker, the Mallard, Woodside Working Men’s Club, Langley Labour Club among them. ‘They’re not a bad lot up there,’ Chris, the paper’s sports editor, would say. ‘They’ll knock out your teeth and nick your supper outside the Langley Friery [chip shop] but, the day after, they’ll have a whip-round to buy you a pair of dentures!’

An old lady called in once to complain that the grass verges hadn’t been cut on Langley (they always said ‘on’, rather than ‘in’) and could we write a story about it. Now, this minute. She was wearing National Health glasses with a lens covered by a plaster. ‘I’m a Catholic, I vote Labour, I shop at the Co-op and I support Manchester United …’ she said, establishing her credentials as quickly as possible. She couldn’t hang about, she said, because she was on her way to the hospikul where she was hoping to get a bokkul of medicine for the gyp she was having with her belly. Her profile matched that of many people in Middleton, with the additional aspect of a large number being of Irish heritage, especially in Langley. Before she left to see the doctoh – this was how they spoke in north Manchestoh – there was one final gust: ‘Let’s have it right, Sunny Jim,’ she said. ‘They can’t cut the grass on Langley but they can spend a fortune on Rochdale. I’ve heard you can eat your dinner off the street in Rochdale, it’s that clean.’ This was to become a regular theme.

*

My career in journalism had begun 15 miles from Middleton, at the Rossendale Free Press, set among pie-and-peas Lancashire, with its rows of terraced houses stacked from sooted stone, a shoe factory on every street corner. After three months, I was offered a similar position as a trainee reporter at the Middleton Guardian, another title in the same newspaper group, but closer to my home in Rochdale. The editor at the Free Press wanted me to stay put. ‘What’s wrong with this place?’ he asked with a broad sweep of his arm, indicating a Tuesday-afternoon-in-February Rawtenstall, as viewed from the windows of our first-floor office. It was raining. Two pigeons were peck-fighting over a pie crust on the opposite roof. The slates were grey; the sky was grey. He tried another line of persuasion. ‘Middleton! It’s just an Arndale Centre with a few houses around it.’

Indeed, for many years this was how Middleton was perceived; its shopping centre was a nose too big for a face, a candle too tall for a cake. As a young child I remember travelling there with my mum to sort out the rental of a new television set. The journey on the number 17 bus took us past the familiar – redbrick houses, privet fence front gardens, libraries, pubs, parks, shops, schools, and then we arrived at the flat and wide and dreary bus station at Middleton, with the Arndale Centre next to it, huge and unsightly. The colours were the first signifier of its otherness: shades of fawn running to cream and dull orange. The outer wall was covered in sections of tiles (cream, again) but otherwise it appeared to be wholly concrete and plastic.

How had it got there? From where had it landed? We told the story regularly in the paper. Back in the mid-1960s, land in the centre of Middleton had been made available at a knockdown price. Sam Chippindale, who traded as an estate agent above a butcher’s shop in Otley, had teamed up with Arnold Hagenbach, a baker of Swiss ancestry with more than 40 outlets in Wakefield and Leeds, fêted for oven-warm bread and York ham. The pair made a portmanteau of their names (ARNold and ChippinDALE, aka the Arndale Property Trust) and embarked upon the ‘Arndalisation’ of Britain’s town and city centres, predominantly in poorer areas of the north. Town planners and councillors embraced what was evangelised as modern and enlightened, and consented to these slabs of futurism being visited upon their patch. Shoppers could keep dry and warm, bathed in shiny bright light, imagining themselves to be in a mall – anything of American origin dazzled with social cachet. Councils eagerly dug up 200-year-old paving and cobble stones, CPO’ed (compulsory purchase order) dilapidated houses and shops, and levelled anything else in the way. They had been forewarned, though. ‘There are people today amassing stupendous fortunes by systematically destroying our historic centres,’ wrote James Lees-Milne, the architectural writer, in 1964.

And so it was built. Middleton’s very own Arndale Centre, one of 23, was opened in March 1972 by Her Royal Highness, the Duchess of Kent. She dutifully cut the ribbon and most of Middleton turned out to see old retail favourites in a new setting: John Menzies, Freeman Hardy Willis, Woolworths, Boots, the Hen House (chickens on spits), Jon Migael (clothes on racks), Tench Sports, Central Records and Rumbelows – from where, a few years later, we would order our television. Thenceforth, the town became synonymous with its Arndale, considered, along with a sister development in Manchester costing £100 million, to be an emblem of an architectural style known as brutalism. Interestingly, Mr Hagenbach preferred rustic environs for his own delectation. He bought the 26-acre Burgh Island off the coast of Devon for the equivalent, in today’s terms, of £2.5 million, with its art deco villa, ancient trees and fields undulating to the sea. The fresh air, over-warm bread and York ham worked a treat; he was 100 years old when he died in 2005.

I’ve returned to Middleton. The precinct has been rebranded ‘Middleton Shopping Centre’ and smartened up; it’s still known locally as ‘the Arndale’. In 2010 another major redevelopment saw the baths and civic hall flattened to make way for an enormous Tesco Extra with a proportionate car park, which means a visit to Middleton town centre feels similar to a walk around an airport drop-off zone but without the promise of a holiday on the other side of the huge, glass-fronted buildings. If he were describing and disparaging it today, the editor of the Free Press would have to modify his rendering of Middleton to, ‘an Arndale Centre and a Tesco with a few houses around it’. I was last here 40 years ago when I was at the Middleton Guardian. Back then, if a story warranted it, the editor would make a note in the office diary: ‘follow up’ – the words ringed in felt-tip red. All these years on, I’m back here again, following up the story of Herbert Kenny, ‘The Man Who Found Belsen’.

Herbert has been dead for almost 25 years but I’m trying to imagine him flitting through these streets. Most of the time we get on with it: the errand, the plan, the day, the years. We barely notice the periphery. When we’re out, we see other people but seldom think about them or, if we do, make quick assumptions. So, how was it for Herbert, returning to the everyday and the banal, week after week, month after month? As he browsed the shops here in Middleton, called at the greengrocer’s, nodded to acquaintances, was the grief with him always as if painted black on his skin, or did it fluctuate as waves of nausea? Perhaps, for an hour or so, maybe a whole day, it slipped his memory and he was free, lost fully and happily to the routine of life.

He was a man who kept his counsel but in a place such as Middleton, where they gossip as naturally as they breathe, he was drawn into conversations with former workmates, friends, relatives. ‘All going okay, Bert?’ He mostly told them that he was fine, grand, mustn’t complain. He was of an era where emotional suffering and sorrow was visualised as poisoned fumes, drawn into a box and the lid clasped shut. He was aware, too, of the soldier’s promise. They shared an accord that they would keep it to themselves, the bloodshed and the grief. In fact, many saw the degree of concealment as a measure of their worth; it defined them. Herbert had spoken of his ordeal to his wife, Grace – though, even here, it pained him that he had flouted the soldier’s oath of silence – but he wasn’t going to seep his despair so easily, on an outing into Middleton to buy a couple of chops and a few bags of fruit. He was fine, grand, mustn’t complain.

Herbert carried more than most ex-soldiers. War was inherently loathsome but, even at its most feral, it generally held to moral convention. There was a rationality, a justification, so that conflict became a means to an end, whether to secure land, protect a border or repel a sordid ideology. Herbert, as soldiers do, had endured the components of battle with a degree of acceptance – the shock, the noise, the mutilation and the death – because it had been comprehensible, ordered, and, at its most fundamental, soldier-on-soldier. This protocol of war had fractured grotesquely when he encountered Belsen in April 1945. Afterwards, he felt to have been in two wars, with different enemies. One was against the German army. The other, a battle with wholesale and sadistic evil.

Everyone either imprisoned at Belsen or responsible for its liberation had been left traumatised, changed for ever. They also felt stigmatised, discomfited that a mere tilt of circumstance had taken them to that place, that scene. Why us? Why me? In Herbert’s case, this was exacerbated because of the exceptionality of being the first to push open the gates. He was alarmed and troubled by his chosenness: who wouldn’t be? Over and over, he speculated whether it had been predestined, a call-out from the gods to play this special, cursed role.

As I walk through Middleton town centre, I see Herbert (in my mind’s eye) passing by. He is wearing a fawn anorak, zipped up tight. He is thin, or trim, a term that implies a greater pride in appearance and a knowingness of oneself; he was devoted to keeping fit for most of his life. He has a certain poise, soft and swift in his shoes. He passes a man of a similar age who seems to want to chat. Herbert listens for a few seconds but issues a thumbs up and moves off. I ponder on whether Belsen made Herbert this way: restless, on the go, as if in the gunsight of the past but believing perpetual motion could skew its aim. At that very moment I contemplate another reason why it might have taken him 40 years before publicly sharing his story. Who would want to be the Belsen man? The more who knew about it, the more he was defined by it. And, most of all, he didn’t want anyone’s sympathy: what use was that?

I have lost Herbert. He has slipped across Middleton Gardens – more of a ‘square’ now it has been extensively flagged. He is walking away from the town centre, maybe heading for home. I change tack and think of the people I walk among (real, not imagined). Maybe some were soldiers who had served in the Falklands, Bosnia, Iraq, Afghanistan or elsewhere. Were they secretly despondent that they were seldom asked to speak of their experiences? Had we done them a disservice by being complicit in the concealment? It seemed unjust that they should go through it and not be able to talk about it: who made these rules?

I am in the YMCA charity shop, standing a couple of yards away from a man who smells as if he bathes in aftershave. His shirt is undone to the third button. A chunky gold chain hangs loose at his neck. The whole shop, about four of us, has already heard that he’s just back from a belting holiday, him and a couple of mates. Been on a cruise, they have. He’s now talking about his mother. She’s got emphysema. More or less wheelchair bound, she is. Still got a cracking sense of humour. Can have a right laugh with her. As he talks, the lady assistant either nods or smiles in his direction, busying herself among the racks of clothes. The man draws breath. She steals the moment: ‘How old is she now, your mum?’ ‘Eighty-three,’ he says. ‘She had me when she was 17.’ He bids an extravagant, see-you-soon-my-love farewell. He closes the door with such force that boxes of jigsaws and ornaments almost fall from the shelves. The assistant peers through the window, making sure he’s truly gone. ‘Why won’t no one tell him?’ she asks the room. ‘What, that he’s got too much aftershave on?’ asks a man wearing combat trousers and running shoes. ‘No, that he’s so bloody boring.’ Welcome to Middleton.

Across the road I notice a few people puffing hard on cigarettes outside a pub. It’s 11am on a Tuesday morning. I










First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Radar,

an imprint of Octopus Publishing Group Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.octopusbooks.co.uk

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

Copyright © Mark Hodkinson 2024

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Mark Hodkinson asserts the right to be identified as the author of this work.

eISBN: 978-1-78840-487-7

Disclaimer: Some of the dialogue in this book has been imagined for the purpose of storytelling.


ops/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Also by Mark Hodkinson



		Title Page



		Praise



		Contents



		Map



		Preface



		1. An Arndale Centre with a few houses around it



		2. A wretched mode of life



		3. 1 OR killed 5 OR wounded



		4. You need running, lad



		5. The Hun keep stirring it



		6. This country is at war with Germany



		7. Packing and unpacking a kitbag



		8. All hell broke loose on that gun



		9. One by one, the planes came in



		10. The familiarity of death



		11. Blown to kingdom come



		12. Proceed and enter



		13. Just skin and bone



		14. Incomprehension and rage



		15. A prison frock, almost in tatters



		16. The most shocking scene



		17. What did you do in the war, Daddy?



		18. War is hell



		19. Not attributable to war service



		20. A handful of friends



		21. No longer their true and proper selves



		22. The war against ill-health



		23. Jews for breakfast, Poles for dinner



		24. Build a new life and start again



		25. Pottering in the garden



		26. A beautiful man



		27. It finished him off, that Belsen



		28. If all good people unite and speak out



		Afterword



		Picture Section



		Endnotes



		Bibliography



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author



		Copyright













		Cover



		Table of Contents









ops/images/title.jpg
Opening the Gates of Hell

The untold story of Herbert Kenny,
the man who discovered Belsen

Mark Hodkinson

C cAssELL





ops/images/9781788404877.jpg
The untold story
of Herbert Kenny,
the man who
discovered Belsen






ops/images/map2.jpg
L

i Northwest Europe 1945
2
= 0 100 200 kilometres
. 0 50 100 miles
~— \ Places featured in the book are underlined
M}% (

North
Manchester/ Sea
el L ) —————
Q% L o

\\ sElminghan P Amsterda
% UNITED [ ver b oviet
;% KINGDOM ‘}/ Rotterdaim £ms o Bles controlled area
o st

Wesel

- =
GEiRMA 4

N\ A .
\ e
) > Western Allies 2{, S o5
% gBrussels controlle}i\a{ea
Y
5= l ( BELGIUM v j&“l Q\s’»
anne e e
English Ch /\\J% y, y g@\{{/ Frankfurt
e e P 2 Luxzmsouw o
Sy ,/ ~ Q bourg
e N~ #50 merviedD oﬁ—*/ FRANCE L ¢ Saar s %
o zBayeu % 2 - \ / g g O
Caen 2y P 3 J &
5 JBrgentan  poidc & /
2 M Paris™; Marpe \? e / -
mng/w« S . = { “- Strasbourg o/~
ST VN e
) 3 % uni
— L y y J = % s S ﬁ/ /C &





ops/images/map1.jpg
Worsley

0 2 kilometre!
0 1 mile

Places featured in the book
are underlined

e

ol






