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ABBREVIATIONS



	AFHQ

	Allied Forces Headquarters.




	BEF

	British Expeditionary Force. The 393,164 men of the Army and RAF deployed to northern France in 1939–40.




	BESA

	Bengal Entertainment Services Association. Locally funded organisation that provided entertainment to servicemen in India, 1942–44.




	EFI

	Expeditionary Forces Institute. Civilian personnel belonging to the Navy, Army, and Air Force Institute (NAAFI) when operating outside of Britain were enrolled into the military under a special section of the Royal Army Services Corps called the Expeditionary Forces Institute. ENSA came under the control of EFI whilst operating outside of Britain.




	ENSA

	Entertainment National Services Association. Funded and controlled by the NAAFI, ENSA supplied a wide variety of entertainment, including singers, comedians, concert parties, orchestras, cinemas, and even lecturers.




	LOC

	Line of Communication. The area between a fighting unit and its supply base and centre of command. Lines of Communication were critical to maintaining communications with the troops and ensuring the delivery of food, ammunition, supplies and reinforcements.




	NAAFI

	Navy, Army, and Air Force Institute. A civilian service arm incorporated in 1920 as a not-for-profit limited company to run catering and recreational facilities for the Forces. When operating overseas NAAFI personnel operated under military command as the EFI. The NAAFI was responsible for the organisation, control, and finance of entertainment to the Forces and ENSA provided that entertainment based on requests from the Forces.




	NCO

	Non-Commissioned Officer. Lance corporals, corporals and sergeants.




	RASC

	Royal Army Service Corps. Responsible for supplying the British Army with everything from ammunition to food and blankets. The EFI operated under the command of the RASC while outside of Britain. The RASC’s motto was Nil Sine Labore (Nothing Without Effort).




	REME

	Royal Electrical & Mechanical Engineers




	RTO

	Railway Traffic Officer




	SEAC

	Southeast Asia Command




	SQMS

	Staff Quarter-Master Sergeant




	WAS(B)

	Women’s Auxiliary Service (Burma)
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INTRODUCTION

Virginia Vernon was in turn a singer, actress, author, translator, journalist and broadcaster. But of the many things that she undertook, her wartime job with the Entertainment National Services Association (ENSA) was the work in which she took the most pride. ENSA provided entertainment for British and Commonwealth servicemen during the Second World War. It ‘circled the world,’ wrote one of its officers, ‘and everywhere on Earth where British troops were stationed, there, too, was ENSA.’ And there, too, was Virginia Vernon, its chief welfare officer. Her journeys by train, jeep, truck, ship and plane, took her to France, Belgium, Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Palestine, Iraq, Malta, Sicily, Italy, India, Burma, Singapore, Hong Kong and Saigon. And, of course, across the length and breadth of the United Kingdom. One newspaper called her ‘the war’s most travelled woman’.1

When Britain declared war on Germany in September 1939, Virginia, although a native of the United States, responded as a patriotic Englishwoman, not as an American. She and her English husband, Frank Vernon, an actor and theatre director, had for the past ten years divided their time between London and Paris, earning a comfortable but modest living adapting English plays for the French stage, translating French plays into English, and writing fiction. Now they wanted to support the war effort in any way they could. Frank, eighteen years her senior, had served as a major in the First World War, and attempted to gain a commission in the British Army. But he was too old and too ill for active service. Virginia, for her part, was determined to ‘do her bit’.

What started as a soirée one summer evening in a café on the Boulevard Saint-Germain after a night at the opera turned into a six-year adventure, unlike anything Virginia had experienced in her preceding forty-six years. It was July 1939 and Basil Dean was visiting Paris with Victoria Hopper, his young actress wife.

Dean, a theatre producer and film director, wanted to mobilise Britain’s entertainment industry for the war effort. In 1938, as war looked increasingly likely, he proposed an organisation to provide entertainment not only for the troops, but also for factory workers and the wider civilian population. Ordering four more beers, Frank exclaimed, ‘You’ve a tremendous idea, Basil. Virginia must help if you want her.’ This was not an act of chauvinism, for Frank was not only volunteering his wife, but also his primary carer in his declining health.2

Dean lobbied the government and the War Office to formally recognise the vital role entertainment could play. Finally, he turned to the Navy, Army and Air Force Institute (NAAFI). ENSA was formed as its entertainment branch in May 1939. Over the following months it needed all of Dean’s autocratic style and commercial nous to unify the numerous unions and different interest groups of the entertainment industry and persuade them to work at the relatively low (but dependable) salaries of ENSA.

Virginia’s fluent French, which she had learned while studying music in Paris as a teenager, and her understanding of the theatrical world on both sides of the Channel, made her an ideal candidate for the role of ENSA welfare officer. She would later discover that ‘welfare’ was a catch-all for a wide variety of different activities; much more than simply arranging billets (accommodation) for the artistes and being able to meet performers when they arrived in France by train, boat or plane.

Soon after the British declaration of war, Dean announced to the press that ENSA would begin providing entertainment from Monday, 25 September. Lord Gort’s British Expeditionary Force (BEF) and the RAF’s Advanced Air Striking Force (AASF) were massing in France along the Belgian border, expecting an imminent battle with German forces. The expected attack failed to materialise, and from September 1939 to May 1940 the strength of the BEF grew to 393,164 men. These troops had to be kept at battle readiness throughout that harsh winter, and authorities became ever more concerned with maintaining morale as the ‘Phoney War’ dragged on. Wasting no time, Dean arrived in France on 19 October 1939 to get organised entertainment in France under way.

The Adjutant General had prohibited ‘female performers’ from visiting the BEF, but Lancashire-born singer Gracie Fields insisted on ‘singing to the boys in France’, exploiting her enormous popularity to get this ban lifted. Dean tasked Virginia with booking the theatres and arranging billets. In November 1939, Gracie entertained the I Corps in Douai and the II Corps in Arras, performing alongside some of the biggest stars of British film and stage: Jack Buchanan, the Crazy Gang, Sir Seymour Hicks, and Leslie Henson. After these two showstoppers, regular cinema and live entertainment started for the BEF on 22 November, the day after Virginia arrived in Arras, the Army’s HQ. Meanwhile, soldiers waited nervously for the inevitable German attack.3

That attack was a long time coming. When it finally began on 10 May 1940, the Germans shattered the French armies and forced the greater part of the BEF to evacuate from Dunkirk. Virginia escaped from Brest on one of the last troopships bound for England. Back in London, Dean appointed her ENSA’s chief welfare officer.

Those five and a half months in France taught Virginia how to work with the military authorities in order to keep the supply of entertainment flowing. At first, she leaned heavily on Frank for advice. But after Frank died of pneumonia in Dieppe on 18 March 1940, she had to cope on her own. She quickly earned a fearsome reputation as a hard-driving administrator who performed miracles of organisation. Convinced that ENSA was crucial to sustaining the morale of British and Commonwealth forces, she drove herself relentlessly. Her friend Harold Brighouse, the playwright, admired her ‘dynamic energy’. When she coupled that energy with ‘iron determination’ (Brighouse again), it produced a powerful effect. Rising at dawn and working late into the night, sometimes going for days without sleep, constantly on the move, churning out reports and memoranda, she seemed to one wartime colleague like ‘a dynamo which never runs down, an engine which never needs decarbonising, a pneumatic drill which never finds anything too hard to penetrate’. She earned the nickname ‘Madam V’. Some called her ‘V8’. Others, resenting her visitations and smarting from her criticisms, called her less flattering names.4

Virginia remained fiercely loyal to ENSA and to Basil Dean throughout the war. Rejecting invitations to join one of the women’s branches of the military, she remained a civilian. This was a wise choice. Working outside the hierarchical constraints of the armed forces, Virginia could further the interests of ENSA at the very highest levels of the Army and RAF in a way that a person with the rank of major would never have been able to achieve. As she herself once put it: ‘I believe in going right to the top.’5

It was in France during the Phoney War that Tommy Trinder popularised the joke that ENSA stood for ‘Every Night Something Awful’. Based on the large numbers of appreciative letters sent to performers by the troops, however, most of the 2.6 million shows ENSA put on during the war were not awful. Under Dean’s driving but abrasive leadership, ENSA provided entertainment for British and Commonwealth troops at home and overseas as well as for factory workers and miners. ENSA’s final curtain fell in August 1946. According to Dean, since 1939 ENSA had performed to a collective audience of 300 million, engaged four out of five members of Britain’s show business, and provided an average of one show every eight days for the troops. With justifiable pride, and pardonable exaggeration, its publicity man called ENSA ‘the greatest organisation of entertainment that history had ever seen’.6

In his own history of ENSA, Dean paid homage to Virginia. He described how she would turn up at his office at Drury Lane, demanding his help or raising concerns. ‘In would stride Virginia, usually in faded battledress, proudly displaying her ribbons of service, travel-stained, after an all-night flight from Cairo perhaps, or Bombay, but buoyant as ever, greeting me without pause for formalities.’ According to Dean, ‘ENSA and all who care for its record of service owe her a debt of gratitude.’7

Her wartime diaries confirm Virginia’s reputation as an indefatigable worker who had no tolerance for laziness or incompetence in others. They also reveal a lonely woman, grieving for her husband and yearning for male companionship, who often felt disrespected and taken for granted, and was at times discouraged and depressed. She closely guarded this side of her. She dealt with such feelings, what she called her ‘vulnerability’, by working even harder.

Madam V is based on Virginia’s own letters, notebooks and unpublished memoir. Although it is supplemented by official reports and other sources, this is very much her account. She did not pretend to be calmly judicious. She often made snap judgements of people that were less than fair. She used her diaries as a safety valve for venting her frustrations and annoyances. Still, this is the story that Virginia herself wanted to tell, but could find no one to listen during her lifetime.




1

CURTAIN UP

Standing on the platform at the Gare du Nord on a late November day in 1939, a husband and wife said their goodbyes. They felt like crying, but the couple suppressed their tears in laughter. After one last embrace, Frank and Virginia Vernon parted. ‘Of all the tearing separations, this one broke the record,’ Virginia wrote to him later. ‘Those blue lights. That black train. You standing there laughing. God, I love you!’1

Virginia stepped onto the train that took her to Arras, 113 miles away. This picturesque, ancient town had been fought over by the Spanish and the French for centuries, and only became part of France in 1649. In the First World War it had functioned as a vital strategic centre for the Allied Armies and stood close to the front line. The fighting left most of its buildings in ruins. The city, largely rebuilt now, served as the headquarters of the BEF.

In the hot, stuffy, brightly lit carriage, made all the brighter because of the light-tight blackout windows, Virginia eyed her fellow passengers. They appeared to be well-dressed, well-fed businessmen – not a uniform in sight. The absence of soldiers surprised her. So did the lack of security. Advised that the French military authorities would inspect her papers, she had gone to considerable effort to obtain the birth certificates of herself, her parents and her husband; a letter of appointment to the BEF; and sundry other documents. But nobody asked to see them. She thought nothing of it at the time, but over the coming months, as the long period of military inaction earned the labels ‘drôle de guerre’ and ‘Phoney War’, it dawned on Virginia that the French not only had little stomach for this fight but had yet to take it seriously.

Alighting at Arras station, Virginia noticed that the sandbags stacked against the walls were stained with urine. ‘Trust the French,’ she thought. A taxi awaited her, and it rattled across the cobblestoned streets of the town centre to deposit her at the Hotel de L’Univers. Virginia liked the hotel, one of the best in Arras, a grand stone building dating from the early seventeenth century that had once housed a Jesuit monastery. She found her room: small but clean, with central heating and hot and cold running water. After unpacking (and kicking herself for forgetting to include soap), she went downstairs to the dining room to meet Captain Hutchinson, who was putting on a cinema show for troops in a forward area and had asked her to wait up for him. This was the man she would be working with.2

As a civilian woman embedded in the British Army, Virginia felt at first like a fish out of water. She knew nothing of the military hierarchy and could hardly tell a general from a corporal, let alone distinguish between a captain, a major and a lieutenant. But she was a quick learner. She asked Frank, her husband, to send her a list of military ranks in order of seniority, and to sketch the relevant insignia. She also learned Army lingo. ‘Lay on billet soonest’, for example, meant ‘arrange living accommodation as soon as possible’. And, of course, the military’s alphabet soup of abbreviations and acronyms had to be mastered.3

Virginia did not let the Army faze her. As a civilian, her position was somewhat anomalous, but it gave her a wide berth when it came to following orders. She did not need to snap to attention and salute when an officer addressed her. She answered to Basil Dean in Drury Lane, not the Army, and that knowledge, when added to her assertive, even bossy, personality, gave her the confidence to deal with all manner of soldiers, from privates to brass hats, with the same breezy informality. Besides, the uniformed officers of ENSA/Expeditionary Forces Institute (EFI) did not fool her for one minute. Few of them had any military background. Until a few weeks or months ago, they had been actors, theatre directors or, in Hutchinson’s case, a cinema manager in the seaside resort of Margate who, when she first met him, was still wearing civvies. Their first encounter set the tone:


He ordered coffee and brandy. I said no thank you to a brandy, that I had decided not to drink up here. He said ‘Oh, yeah?’ and told me that I could not report to Col. Peters (the NAAFI CO) in the morning because he had gone to Paris today ‘on top secret business.’ His blue eyes twinkled and when I said ‘Oh, yeah?’ he laughed.4



Whether she liked them or disliked them, she could never take these newly minted officers (‘nice Englishmen in fancy clothes’) entirely seriously.

Apart from her civilian status, Virginia enjoyed another advantage: her age. Many women served in the Army in non-combat roles; young and often single, they attracted male attention as flowers attract bees. More than a few, married or not, were quite willing to enter into romantic liaisons with handsome young soldiers and dashing airmen. Virginia did not have to expend any energy, mental or physical, on responding to male advances. Not that she was asexual: judging by her letters she and Frank still made love, and she occasionally found herself attracted to men she met during the war. But she was no longer the lissom, pretty woman who had debuted on Broadway in 1915. She had gained weight and her thin face had filled out. Moreover, at the age of 46 she was older than virtually all of the ‘other ranks’ and most of the officers too. In short, she came across as a matronly woman who demanded respect; a kindly aunt to some, a frightening school ma’am to others. She soon earned the nickname ‘Madam V’.

At the end of her first day on duty with the BEF, Virginia wrote to Frank. It was the first of dozens of letters, often penned at dawn, in which she related her experiences, voiced her joys and frustrations, and expressed undying love for her husband.

Frank – Virginia always called him ‘Vernon’ – had dearly wanted to rejoin the Army when war broke out. But at 65 he was far too old for active service. He would be staying behind in their Paris apartment on the Île de la Cité. Virginia worried about how he would cope by himself. Suffering from a nasty ear infection, and with a nagging cough accentuated by his smoking habit, he needed to stay warm. That became difficult when the winter of 1939–40 turned into the coldest for forty-five years. Frank struggled to pay the bills, for the couple were by no means well off. In 1937 they had suffered a serious financial blow when they sued a film company for plagiarism and lost, the British court holding them liable for most of the defendant’s legal costs. The Vernons had to give up their London flat. Now the war was choking off their income from literary royalties, and they had little prospect of new translation work. It was a testament to the couple’s patriotism and belief in the fight against fascism that they endured not only separation but also privation.

Equipped with a permit to move freely through the forward zone (‘strings were pulled’), Virginia spent her second day, 22 November, on the road. Accompanied by Hutchinson and the commanding officer, Major Dawson, she looked for theatres and billets in towns where the first ‘live’ performers, a party called The Gaieties, headed by star comedian Leslie Henson, could stage shows. Temperatures had not yet plummeted, and the trio enjoyed the crisp, sunny ‘champagne air’. Before heading back to Arras, they watched a cinema show being screened at an advance HQ. ‘The men adored it,’ Virginia wrote to Frank: 300 men packed into a village hall and laughing uproariously at the cartoon antics of Mickey Mouse. She laughed along with them. Driving back in bright moonlight, she ended the day by sharing a late supper, and a nice bottle of burgundy, with Dawson. ‘I said I wasn’t going to drink up here,’ she confessed. ‘I take that back.’

Virginia noted the air of unreality that surrounded the war that refused to begin. When a German plane flew over the town, air raid sirens brought all traffic in Arras to a standstill until the ‘all clear’ sounded two hours later. But nobody seemed concerned, she wrote to Frank. ‘They say it’s always a plane that comes over to have a look and take pictures. An officer told me at lunch that we don’t shoot it down because we don’t want to start anything. Of course, our scouts fly over and take pictures of them too. But seems funny, doesn’t it?’5

With the impending arrival by boat of forty-three artistes making up three ‘live shows’, Virginia fretted over the logistics. She groused to Frank that while Hutchinson ran eight mobile film units, he had three men to service each van. She, on the other hand, had to cope single-handedly until such time as two staff secretaries, currently ‘somewhere in France’, arrived to help her. ‘Three shows per night in widely different places. How can I be in three places at once?’ It hardly helped when she drove to Dieppe to meet the artistes, only to learn that the boat had been delayed because of fog and mines in the Channel. Back she drove to Arras, through ‘sleet, snow, and frozen fog that sticks to your face’. Winter had arrived with a vengeance.6

But she rose to the challenge; in fact, she relished it. ‘Throughout those first days in France,’ Basil Dean recalled, ‘Virginia Vernon worked with a sort of desperate efficiency, booking hotels, booking trains and aircraft; soothing the ruffled feathers of French hoteliers when parties failed to arrive on time.’7 Virginia’s fluent French proved invaluable in negotiating with theatre managers and hotel owners. These men and women drove a hard bargain, made harder by their annoyance at the imposition of British troops on their businesses. Virginia commented, ‘Their attitude is that “this state of war is England’s fault and the BEF must pay for it” – must pay each one of them, individually and exorbitantly. These French people up here in the north hate the sight of British soldiers.’ Harsh words, but subsequent events showed that she was not far wrong.

After long days involving countless hours on the telephone and many miles of driving in an uncomfortable military car, she had booked the theatres, obtained the correct permits, and secured billets in Arras for the forty-three performers who eventually disembarked on 28 November. After waiting for five hours, Virginia was on hand to greet Sir Seymour Hicks and his party as their coaches arrived in the courtyard of the hotel. The artists were tired, cold, hungry and cross. Virginia dealt patiently with their complaints and demands. Then she noticed that Sir Seymour, grandee of the London stage, was nowhere to be seen:


I went out into the courtyard. There he was, still sitting in the coach. He looked miserable and cold – as though he needed soup and whisky and champagne and bed all at once. ‘Will you let me take you to your room, Sir Seymour?’ I asked. ‘My room?’ he said sadly. ‘My dear child, I don’t care if I never see my room. Show me the way to the stage.’8



Twenty minutes later, a theatre-full of British soldiers cheered Sir Seymour (famous for his portrayal of Ebenezer Scrooge on stage and screen) as the curtain went up. The following afternoon Virginia followed Ralph Reader’s party, The Gang Show, to a town 40 miles away. ‘Got the curtain up for them 25 minutes after we reached the theatre. Those Reader boys were grand.’9 Despite the delays, cancellations and general confusion, not to mention the ice-cold weather and distances between different locations, the shows did indeed go on.

Virginia was demonstrating energy, drive, and a talent for organisation and improvisation. ‘I put on four shows yesterday to 5500 men!!’ she wrote to Frank. ‘It’s a big feather in my cap.’10 She had every right to give herself a pat on the back. And she derived satisfaction from knowing that her Army colleagues appreciated her efforts. She had sensed Dawson’s scepticism about having a woman on the staff, but she had dispelled his doubts. ‘He’s veered round to the opposite. Has begun to depend on me. Trusts me in the most amazing way.’ When Dawson asked her, as a favour, to type out some ‘secret’ documents, she felt flattered. ‘Jesus, the things I know!’11

No longer did she feel any awkwardness appearing in the mess as ‘the only woman in a sea of khaki’. She knew damn well that as an organiser and problem solver she was more capable than those ‘phoney officers’. Indeed, she often found herself saving colleagues from their own incompetence.12

Case in point: Dawson booked a cinema for a live show because it had a seating capacity of 1,500. But he failed to consider the needs of the performers. Virginia inspected the premises and found it totally unsuitable: ‘there’s not a single dressing room nor any stage lighting nor so much as a single drop curtain NOR a pissoir back stage!!’ She found an alternative, the Municipal Theatre, which had the needed facilities. True, it only seated 700 people, but Virginia knew that Leslie Henson would be quite happy to put on two shows instead of one as long as the venue had proper facilities. Dawson was a ‘nice man’, she told Frank, ‘but he does not know anything about giving shows.’13 If her confidence shaded into arrogance, she rightly trusted to her efficiency and competence. ‘With all the modesty in the world,’ she wrote a few days later, ‘I tell you that nobody but V.V. could have settled the 42 people who arrived from London at 10:30 last night … settled them in their five different billets and obtained food for them in those five hotels by midnight!’ She began to think of herself as lucky: when she wanted something done, ‘Virginia luck’ made it happen.14

She also realised what she had long known: alcohol was a great solvent of formality. Soldiers drank, none more so than officers. Drinking alleviated the boredom induced by the inactivity of the Phoney War. Sticking to her vow of temperance would have placed a social barrier between Virginia and her uniformed colleagues. And much as she appreciated her civilian status, she not only needed to fit in, but also to influence officers if she were to do her job successfully.

When Frank warned her about excessive drinking, she hastened to reassure him. ‘An aperitif before lunch and dinner and wine with my meals and a small brandy or rum in my tea or coffee when we are in some pub, or officers’ HQ during our long drives over the country does me nicely.’ Alcohol fuelled her long days, which rarely started later than seven and usually ended between ten and midnight. And on top of her official work day, in the dawn hours and when she returned to her hotel room late at night, she was writing letters, drafting reports, and translating Madeleine Kent’s bestseller, I Married a German, into French. She needed a clear head, and vowed to avoid the whisky-and-sodas so beloved of officers in the evening. Truth be told, Virginia’s alcohol consumption far exceeded a level that would be considered safe today. Still, as with Churchill, drink proved quite compatible with long days of concentrated work.15

Virginia’s primary duty as ENSA’s welfare superintendent in northern France was to look after the performers. This entailed not only providing food and shelter but also catering to their incessant demands, however petty and unreasonable. ‘The sorting of their luggage was as much a job as the sorting of themselves!’ she complained of a party that arrived on the evening of 3 December:


‘Mrs. Vernon, where’s my little bag?’

‘Mrs. Vernon, where’s my big suitcase?’

‘Madam Vernon, I’ve lost my violin!’

‘Madam Vernon, why can’t I sleep in the same hotel as the Lupino Lane company?’

‘Madam Vernon, why have you put the Jack Berryman company in that hotel as well as this?’16



Her long experience with theatre people equipped her to respond with understanding and humour. The performers ranged from young, flighty, chorus girls to alcoholic music hall comedians and divas of stage and film, each requiring their own special attention. After one particularly challenging party arrived in France, Virginia recorded, ‘I got ’em all contented before they went to bed!!! A Brigadier (three pips and a crown, right?) stood looking and listening. “I wouldn’t have your job for all the tea in China,” he said when I had sorted them all out.’17

Two days earlier, on 1 December, Virginia had to deal with her first emergency. Visiting Leslie Henson’s show in a town 15 miles from Arras, she discovered that two of the performers, Violet (Vi) Loraine and Binnie Hale, West End veterans both, had failed to show up. She immediately sensed that they had met with an accident. She had seen the two stars at the Hotel Moderne hours earlier, having a gay old time with some admiring officers. When the coach arrived to take them to the theatre, they insisted on staying, promising that one of the officers would drive them later. But said officer, travelling at speed to ensure they arrived before the curtain went up, crashed his car into another vehicle, injuring Vi and Binnie. A passing ambulance took the pair, both of them concussed and unconscious, back to the Moderne. Virginia told her driver to get her back to Arras as quickly as possible. She found an ambulance orderly standing over the comatose artistes. ‘My God I was frightened,’ she told Frank. ‘I flew downstairs, and in the bar, packed with Army and RAF officers, in a loud voice called, “Is there a doctor here?”’ A tall RAF officer stepped forward and went upstairs to examine the women. They would live, he pronounced, but had been lucky indeed to escape serious injury. The doctor introduced himself as Wing Commander Maxwell, Chief Medical Officer at the RAF HQ. He struck Virginia as a ‘lovely bloke’. She and ‘Mack’ became friends.18

She held herself partly to blame for the accident. Dawson had told her that all artistes should travel in the coach that had been laid on. Virginia said as much to Vi and Binnie. But the actresses were big names in musical theatre, and the officers with them held senior ranks. When they insisted on staying longer, she did not press the point. She learned a valuable lesson: to carry out her orders to the letter and brook no refusals.

Looking after les invalides, as she called them, added to Virginia’s work. She had to phone Vi’s husband, and it took four hours to obtain permission simply to make the call. She then pulled strings to allow them to remain at the Moderne when the Army wanted to commandeer their rooms. ‘Poor things,’ she wrote to Frank, ‘they look awful. Their faces are green and blue and yellow.’ But their neediness strained her patience. ‘With the usual consideration of actresses they greeted me with “So you’ve come back at last darling! There’s something I want you to do for me, darling, if you can, and it’s no trouble” etc. etc.’ Virginia had better things to do than act as a glorified errand girl. ‘Jesus! All they think “Welfare Superintendent” means is looking after their minor luxuries for them.’ But if finding their favourite perfume and supplying them with sweets kept them happy, so be it. A week later she arranged their passage to England, sending a sergeant major to accompany them to London. She was glad to see them go. The whole business ‘has been difficult to cope with in every way. And it has taken up so much time.’19

As well as being inconvenient, the episode also highlighted an important aspect of welfare that ENSA, in its rush to provide entertainment to the troops, had forgotten: the provision of medical care for their performers overseas. The military authorities at this time were not responsible for civilians, even if they were in France for their benefit. Virginia saved the day with her improvisation and friendship with Mack, but she strongly lobbied Drury Lane to address this oversight as quickly as possible.

The Director of ENSA, Basil Dean, sent a party of performers (‘private plane, secret airstrip’) to replace Vi and Binnie. It consisted of Mai Bacon and her dwarf, and two musicians. ‘Who is Mai Bacon,’ Virginia asked Frank, ‘and why does she have a dwarf?’

Her question revealed Virginia’s ignorance of popular entertainment. Although she had performed in vaudeville on Broadway, Virginia left that all behind her after marrying Frank. Their world was that of the ‘legitimate’ theatre; they knew actors, managers and directors, as well as poets, novelists and playwrights. Of the music hall, Britain’s equivalent of vaudeville, and the variety show, its successor, she knew little. If she had possessed a passing familiarity with this stream of popular culture, she would have instantly recognised Mai Bacon as the perky comedienne who, as one reporter put it, had ‘danced and sang her way through musical comedies and pantomimes’ since the mid-1920s. Amazingly, Virginia had never heard of the Scottish comedian Will Fyffe, who had starred and co-starred in dozens of films, and whose song I Belong to Glasgow had been a hit worldwide. She knew nothing of ‘so many of these film and variety folk’, she confessed to Frank. ‘What snobs we are in the “legit”.’20

Yet these film and variety performers were the very people whom the soldiers most wanted to see. Virginia soon learned why. ‘A perfect darling is Mai Bacon,’ she gushed. ‘She is a sport and a wonderful personality… She has whacked away with the show. The Tommies adore her!’ When she learned that Bacon had lost her only son, an RAF pilot, in the first month of the war, and that the lad’s father, Bacon’s first husband, had perished at Vimy Ridge in 1917, her admiration for the woman knew no bounds. She liked Will Fyffe, too, and so did the troops. ‘Fyffe is a darling and his show is GRAND.’ Basil Dean’s ENSA sought to harness a wide spectrum of British professional entertainment, from the Welsh Male Choir to George Formby; from Ivor Novello to John Gielgud. Virginia would become familiar with them all.21

She would need to have inhabited the moon not to have heard of Gracie Fields. This Lancashire lass from Rochdale was, in 1939, the most popular and reportedly the highest-paid film star in the world. But she had never met Fields in the flesh and had probably never seen any of her films. Frank had, and he told Virginia about Gracie’s winning personality and towering talent. He mentioned, too, that the singer had been going through a difficult time of late. She had undergone surgery for cervical cancer; the outbreak of war found her recuperating at her home on the Italian island of Capri. When Virginia met Fields in Paris at the end of 1939, she was bowled over:


You are right. Gracie Fields is absolutely wonderful. Now that IS the stuff to give the troops. And you were right to tell me that she had been really ill. She is the bravest, grandest person and I wish she could stay with us forever. The chaps ADORE her. And they KNOW she loves every mother’s son of them. And what an artist!22



The two women bonded immediately. Later, when Fields toured North Africa and Sicily, Virginia accompanied her, and was granted the use of her home in Capri when she needed a break. They became friends for life.

Virginia and Frank missed each other terribly. Their letters brimmed with affection and longing. But letters rarely arrived in the order they were posted, and sometimes they came in batches. These crossed lines muddled their communication and added to Virginia’s worries about Frank, and Frank’s about Virginia. The Paris apartment had a telephone, but Virginia could not use the hotel phone: wartime regulations forbade long-distance calls. That left the military line in the ENSA office, which could only be used for official business. Frank, an old soldier and stickler for regulations, warned Virginia not to use it for private calls. She managed to get around that one, but had to use the military phone sparingly, and she needed permission from Dawson for each call. If they needed to get in touch urgently, they could always use the telegraph, but telegrams were expensive.

Virginia looked forward to spending a weekend with Frank in early December, and she arrived in Paris on a Saturday hoping to stay until Monday. But a telegram from Dawson (‘Return by the midday train’) robbed them of Sunday. The major wanted her to meet a large party due to arrive from London that evening. ‘I really could have cried with disappointment,’ she wrote on the train back to Arras. ‘Haven’t felt so feminine for a month! … The hours with you seem like a few flashes of lightning. They did me good, but how short they were!’23

In the loneliness of their separation, Virginia found her thoughts dwelling on the early days of their relationship, when Frank was married to another woman and their love had blossomed in secret. When Sir Philip Gibbs, the veteran war correspondent, arrived in Arras, Virginia reminded Frank of their early courting days, when she and Sir Philip used to go riding together, ‘and you used to wait for me to have breakfast at the Hyde Park Hotel’.24

Virginia’s heart may have been with Frank, but her soul was with ENSA. Providing entertainment for the Tommies had given her a sense of mission. The long days, constant travel and logistical complexities stretched her to the limit, but never before had she felt so alive, so fulfilled. Calling upon talents that she had rarely before employed – had not, perhaps, known she possessed – she reported her achievements with a sense of amazed pride. ‘I have been in the office all day long, a 12-hour day exactly,’ she wrote on 13 December. ‘That IS work. By next Tuesday I shall have 130 English actors etc. billeted in the British Zones. Pretty good work, considering we only started our organising on this side less than four weeks ago. My God yes!!’25

If her appointment had come with a job description, she might as well have thrown it out the window. Unexpected challenges required her to think on her feet and improvise. For example, when she learned that a tank brigade in an advanced post received no entertainment other than an occasional film show, she immediately got to work. ‘Those boys need to have a little fun,’ she told Frank. The tankers possessed the talent to stage their own amateur shows, but they lacked scripts and they needed sheet music. Dawson asked Virginia if she could find some appropriate material in Paris, and quickly. She said she could, through Frank. She instructed her husband to search for ‘Grand Guignols in English’ and ‘songs for male voices with piano accompaniments’, telling him exactly where to look. ‘I know you’ll do the best you can.’ Enlisting Frank’s help brought the added advantage of giving her a legitimate reason for calling him on the office phone.26

The atrocious weather, which laid personnel low and played havoc with travel plans, tested Virginia’s talent for improvisation. Two corporals came down with flu, which meant two fewer drivers. Icy roads had to be closed for traffic, causing shows to be cancelled. On 19 December Virginia worked an eighteen-hour day to get five shows up and running, one in Arras and four on tour. ‘What a day! … All the shows went on, curtains up on time everywhere, but it took a bit of doing.’ Although suffering from a sore throat and a twisted right arm that gave her considerable pain – she had fallen when walking on icy cobblestones – the thought of going on sick leave never occurred to her. Indeed, if any man would have proffered a hand to help her to her feet, she would have brushed it away. She was, she admitted, ‘intolerant of any female failing’ in herself. She knew that her stubbornness evoked contrasting reactions. The officers, she thought, considered her an ‘independent bitch’, but the men thought her ‘a grand girl!’27

Three days later, when snow and ice had made the roads impassable, Virginia faced the logistical nightmare of transporting the Lupino Lane company, comprising thirty people, from Arras to a town 65 miles to the south. The matter was urgent, because it was from that town that the company expected to take a train to their port of embarkation, and ENSA had promised Lane (the ‘Little Nipper’) that they would be home by Christmas. To add to her difficulty, Virginia had to find a way of reuniting the company with their scenery and props, which had been taken to a town 20 miles north of Arras for a show that got cancelled. All this meant using the railways instead of the roads at a time when trains were packed with holiday travellers and soldiers on leave. ‘I did it, but it took 18 hours’ work,’ she reported to Frank. ‘I got the French railways and the British military authorities to work together for once.’ She managed to secure a first-class carriage for the artistes and a special van to carry the props. ‘By midnight I had everybody and everything tucked away in that town 65 miles nearer you.’28

When it came to intrigue and infighting, however, she did not display as deft a touch. Virginia had initially warmed to Captain Hutchinson, but she quickly grew to dislike him. Indeed, she found it hard to be civil to the man. One morning she heard a shout from upstairs: ‘Where’s my damn telephone?’ Hutchinson had a habit of nabbing the ENSA HQ’s single phone and moving it to his office. Now he couldn’t find it, and Virginia, who needed constant access to the phone to get her work done, felt a red mist descending over her eyes. Opening the captain’s door, she let fly. ‘You haven’t got a damn telephone. It’s the post’s damn telephone, and it’s out here on the damn floor in front of your damn door where I found it! And if you think I’m going to pick it up and give it to you, you can damn well think again.’ For a brief moment, she barely restrained herself from hurling the phone across the room at him. Later, she reproached herself for having been so rude: ‘I know that sort of thing places me in the wrong.’29

More seriously, Virginia found Hutchinson untrustworthy. If anything went awry during her long days on the road, she returned to find that the captain had attributed the mix-up to herself. ‘It is often an out and out falsehood, I deny it, and write my denial in my report.’ Usually, she could put herself in the clear by producing copies of her written instructions. But sometimes she had no time to write things down and gave instructions verbally. Regardless, she felt deeply uncomfortable at this kind of blame shifting. She concluded that Hutchinson was an ambitious man, with no loyalty to the team, and had his eye on Dawson’s job. She asked her husband for advice on how to deal with him.30

Frank stayed up late into the night to give it. He had foreseen this kind of trouble, he wrote. Blame shifting was ‘an old vice indulged in by incompetent officers’. But the Army knew all about it and had drafted regulations to protect soldiers from being falsely put in the wrong. She urged Virginia to get hold of a copy of the King’s Regulations and read what it said about instructions. Failing that, she should follow the simple rule of avoiding verbal instructions whenever possible, especially when she would not be present to see them carried out. She should write out all her instructions, however trivial, in an Army form book with carbon papers, thereby producing duplicates. ‘You’ll have the copy to guide you and nobody will be able to shift the blame onto you for things you have not done.’ If falsely accused ‘then stick up for yourself’. If the problem persisted, she should raise the matter the next time she saw Basil Dean, and ‘be sure to tell him that you have not previously complained’.31

All excellent advice. But the King’s Regulations did not cover Hutchinson’s duplicity or Dean’s volcanic temper. When Dean flew in on 19 December, Hutchinson met him at Le Bourget airport and drove him back to Arras. Virginia suspected that during that three-hour journey ‘our Scotch captain’ painted a picture of an incompetent Dawson presiding over mess and muddle. Upon arriving in Arras, Dean, a martinet notorious for his bullying manner, berated Dawson in such insulting terms that the major considered resigning from ENSA. Dean then drove off to inspect the southern zone. In Dean’s absence, wrote Virginia, Hutchinson contrived to make up Dawson’s mind for him by ‘getting things into a real mess by the time B.D. returned and to make it look as if it was the major’s fault … . With 140 people to manipulate up here, and 6 mobile cinema vans to direct, it is easy for instructions to become confused if you get confused yourself.’32

That is what happened with Dawson. Irate commanding officers reported that their men had assembled to attend a live show but the performers never arrived; or that two parties had turned up when only one had been booked. Feeling overwhelmed, Dawson became flustered. He could not get a grip on the situation. After Dean returned from one of the mess-ups, he inflicted such a tongue-lashing that the major made good on his intention to resign. In the meantime, Hutchinson, not wishing his fingerprints on the crime scene, made himself scarce by claiming to be sick and went to bed. Virginia found a depressed and deflated Dawson in the hotel restaurant, seeking solace in a bottle of burgundy. Commiserating over a glass of wine, she promised him that things would look brighter in the morning.

Only they didn’t. Virginia had prepared a speech that she intended to deliver before Dean. She wanted to tell him that the Arras office was grossly understaffed; that one man could not possibly manage both cinemas and live shows; that too much entertainment was as bad as too little; that having a civilian – Dean – in charge of entertainment for the entire British Army was ‘the craziest idea’; and that Hutchinson, not Dawson, was the one who should be sacked. But she said none of this. In the face of Dean’s intimidating presence, she wilted.

Virginia deplored the fact that nobody had defended Dawson to Dean. Even those who knew better failed to speak up – ‘cowards!’ Of course, Virginia had herself remained silent, but she allowed herself the excuse that, ‘I had no time at all to do anything but get on with my own responsibilities.’ As she drove off to sort out the Lupino Lane party, the major pulled up to tell her that he would be gone by the time she returned. When she got back to her hotel ‘frozen with the cold and no sleep’, she found that Dawson had left her a personal note, and another one for Frank. She was sorry to see him go.33

Still, Virginia had high hopes of the new commanding officer, Major J.H. Haygarth, who took over on 23 December. She had found Dawson, for all his attractive personal qualities, indecisive and insufficiently assertive. She had previously known Haygarth as a voice on the other end of a telephone line that boomed, ‘Right ho, little lady!’ Seeing him take charge at a Saturday morning staff meeting, she felt reassured. ‘The new man is stronger,’ she wrote to Frank, ‘and strength is required here.’34

She soon put his mettle to the test. Catching an evening show at the Théâtre d’Arras, she discovered that the 5 p.m. performance had failed to take place because no arrangements had been made and the artistes had not been informed. Walking into the wings, she overheard Hutchinson telling Haygarth that she had arranged only one performance. Frank’s advice now proved its worth. Virginia marched up to Haygarth, opened her new attaché case, and pulled out her notebook. Opening it at the carbon copies of her instructions for the day, she handed it to the major. Haygarth saw quite clearly that she had arranged everything at 8.30 that morning: refreshments for the artistes, meals for the soldiers who helped, the time when props should be unloaded, a wardrobe woman booked. ‘This is quite clear,’ Haygarth told Hutchinson. Back at the hotel, the red-faced captain proffered half-hearted excuses. Virginia kept her temper but replied coldly, ‘In future when you are to blame for something, don’t try to shift that blame onto me because I will not take it, not from you nor from anybody.’35

Virginia hated the idea of Frank spending Christmas alone in their cold apartment. She urged him to stay with Louise and Charles Morgan, wealthy American friends who owned the Château d’Oursières, a magnificent seventeenth-century pile set in 250 acres in the Loire Valley. Louise, a cousin of Wallis Simpson, for whom Edward VIII gave up the throne, had married and divorced a Polish count before marrying Charles, a lawyer, in 1924. Charles, whom everyone called ‘Bunny’, was about as British as an American could be: he had fought in the British Army during the First World War and now served in the BEF as a liaison officer to the French. But fond as he was of Louise, Frank found ‘Bunny’, for all his charm, ‘a self-centred ass’, and could not bear the thought of passing Christmas in his company.

Relief came from an unexpected source. ‘Major Haygarth had not mentioned my Xmas leave and I thought I would not get it. Suddenly he bellowed, “Why haven’t you gone to Paris, Little Lady?” I flew. A car was at the door. The train was in the station. I was on it in less time than it takes to tell it.’ Arriving in Paris on Christmas Eve, Frank and Virginia had their Christmas together. ‘The only Xmas I wanted. Your arms about me, my arms about you. For a moment, for all eternity.’ Their idyll lasted only fourteen hours: on Christmas night she returned by train to Arras so that she could be on hand to greet more artistes. Her presence was essential, she believed. ‘Most of these little artistes are frightened, and the sight of me makes them feel somehow safe.’ Still, she treasured their time together. ‘The joy of those few quiet hours with you! Never have I known how total was my love for you – is my love for you.’36

They snatched a few more hours together before the old year expired. On 28 December Virginia accompanied Gracie Fields and the Jack Payne orchestra to Paris, and after seeing them into their billet – at the Ritz Hotel, no less – spent the night with Frank. But the three-hour journey to Paris in a freezing 3-ton truck had left her so exhausted that she fell asleep before they had a chance to make love. Then, at 7.30 in the morning, she had to take her leave. ‘I am so sorry,’ she wrote on the train back to Arras. ‘Arms of Morpheus are not the arms I want when I am with you. Five hours wasted in sleep.’ In fact, Virginia’s reserves of energy were dangerously low. Unless she took better care of herself, she might well collapse.37

Although she hated the extreme cold weather, Virginia appreciated the beauty it sometimes produced. On 30 December she shared a car with Haygarth when returning to Arras. ‘It was an amazing drive through the shining still snow across what was once No Man’s Land … Looking out on that white stillness it was difficult to believe that it concealed the greatest army that has ever awaited the word go.’38

 Virginia ended the year in a reflective mood. Writing to Frank from the dining room of the Univers, she looked back over the past few months. ‘This year that’s almost over has tested us more than any of all the other years … We have had to face things alone, each one at his post, for the first time, instead of hand in hand, with the comfort of constant physical touch. We’ve done that and won.’39

She then floated an idea for a novel. ‘It’ll be the story of a poor bloke who was alone in the world before the war, and who came here and was still more alone in the world, and who was sent deep in the mud and the muck, and who was appointed an Entertainments Officer. There’s tragedy in so many of the pairs of eyes I look into of the young officers who come to ask for entertainment for their chaps. It ought to be a bitter, heartbreaking, funny book. What do you think?’ She would call the novel, ‘Entertainments’.

As she stuck down the flap of the envelope, she heard the Hôtel de Ville carillon strike twelve. A group of officers, a dozen or so in number, sat round a table. They had made the waiter open the window, despite the blackout regulations, so that they could hear the chimes
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