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About the Book

In June 1940 Britain expected enemy invasion. Despite Churchill’s determination to fight on the beaches, many parents made desperate efforts to send their children abroad to safety. Thousands left for America, Canada, Australia and other distant countries.

In this revealing new book, Jessica Mann, herself a wartime evacuee, looks at the experiences of those who were sent away to a foreign land including their dangerous journeys across U-boat-ridden oceans, and asks how they coped with being away, and also how they found life back in the UK on their return. Drawing on extensive original research and memories of many former evacuees, including Elizabeth Taylor and Shirley Williams, Jessica Mann builds up a moving portrait of a lost generation.

   
About the Author

Jessica Mann is a crime novelist and journalist. In 1940, at the age of two, she was evacuated, first to Canada and later to America, returning home three years later. She studied archaeology at Cambridge and law at the University of Leicester. She lives in Cornwall with her husband, the archaeologist Professor Charles Thomas.

   
Author’s Note

Half a century after the overseas evacuation of children began, the Daily Telegraph published an article on the subject which attracted more responses than anything else I have written. Letters poured in from former evacuees who felt the experience had profoundly affected the rest of their lives. Even then I did not really recognize how extraordinary the episode had been. It was only when I mentioned it to my grandchildren, saw their incredulous horror and was unable to answer all their questions, that I decided to learn more about that formative period of my life.

My sources of information include letters, private diaries and correspondence, publications on paper and on-line, but above all, the memories and thoughts of my fellow evacuees. With very few exceptions, everyone I approached proved willing and even eager to discuss their memories. Writing to a deadline and a set length, I could speak only to a small proportion of overseas evacuees and have had to omit or cut many of the interesting stories I was told.

I am extremely grateful to all those who shared memories and emotions, advised and instructed me: the overseas evacuees themselves, members of their families, the escorts on their journeys and the hosts who gave them homes; historians and researchers; old friends and new ones made in the course of writing. All have been more than generous with their time and advice. Particular thanks for going to extra trouble on my behalf to:

My husband, Charles Thomas, above all; and Rex Cowan, Mary Emerson-Smith, Sir Martin Gilbert, Ann Thwaite  (Harrop) and Anthony Thwaite (who allowed me to quote his work at length and in the process turned me, formerly resolutely prosaic, into a poetry-reader); Dr Christopher Dowling, Roderick Suddaby, Dr Terry Charman and Amanda Mason of The Imperial War Museum; the enormously helpful staff of the Cornwall Library Service; Val Hudson, Jo Roberts-Miller, Heather Holden Brown, Celia Kent and Gillian Somerscales of Headline Book Publishing; Margaret and the late Michael Fethney, who most kindly encouraged me to draw on his original and scholarly research; Anne Spokes Symonds, Elva Carey and Michael Massy-Beresford for collecting and publishing their fellow evacuees’ memories; Robin Wilson, with whom I have discussed evacuation over many years; Margaret Wood, for pointing me in the right direction from the outset; Dr Patricia Lin, for allowing me to make use of her research material; Elizabeth Rodier, Xenia Stanford and Truda Whitfield of the Calgary Family History Centre for putting me in touch with Rod MacDonald of Elbow Drive, Calgary; Rod MacDonald himself for useful information and helping me to contact Joan Gordon (formerly Palmer) now of Vancouver, and to Joan Gordon herself, both for remembering me and for looking after me long ago.

I warmly thank the following for their help, advice and permission to quote:

Professor Anne Hiebert Alton, the Librarian of Benenden School, Julia Birley, Nicola Beauman, Cora Cardillo, the Librarian of Cheltenham Ladies’ College, Anne Dale, Marilyn Davis, Patricia Dugan of the North Canton Heritage Society, Sibylla Jane Flower, the late Sara Ann Freed, the Ford Motor Company Archivist, Alice Furlaud, Lady (Hazel) Fox, Lyn Gambles, Juliet Gardiner, Faith Garson, Stephanie Wies Hanson, Tim Heald, Joanna Hines, Jeremy Holmes, Thomas Howard, Dione Johnson, Renate Keeping, Lady Kurti, Norman Longmate, Sylvia Countess of Limerick, Michelle Magorian, Patricia Mackay, Ysenda Maxtone Graham, Susan Maxwell Scott, Professor Barry Mehler, Charlotte Mitchell, Professor Juliet Mitchell, Selma Montford, Janet Morgan, Edmund Nankivell, Heather Nicholson, Catherine Nunneley, Captain C. H. Owen, Professor Martin Parsons, David Prest, the Roedean School Old Girls’ Association, Erica Scott, the Librarian of Sherborne Girls’ School, the Librarian of Smith College Massachusetts, Jocelyn Statler, Frederick and Alice Kavounas Taylor, Amanda Theunissen, James Tucker, Bridget Wakefield, Caroline Wilson, Margaret Yorke, Lisa Young.

Most of all, I wish to express my sincere gratitude for their support, patience and generosity in sharing their memories to the following, who were themselves overseas evacuees or escorts. This book could not have been written without their contributions and their kind permission to use and quote from their personal and family papers. My heartfelt thanks to those whom I met or spoke to, and to all those mentioned whom I could not contact in person.

Anne Marchioness of Aberdeen (Barry), Felicity Arnott (Hugh Jones), Anthony Bailey, the late Lady Margaret Barry, Kathrin Baxendall (Simon), Patience Bayley (Clark), Elizabeth Bayne Jardine, Caroline Bell, Terence Bendixson, Dr Dora Black, Molly and Peter Bond, Frank Bower, Anne Bowley (Wallace), Betty Burn, John Chalmers, Mary Chevallier, Maureen Cleave, Sheila Cooley (Westcott), Countess Coreth (Elwes), Rosemary Dinnage (Allen), Nell Dunn, Alistair Elliott, Ruth Fainlight, Hugh Fairman, Linda Fuller (Thomas), Clare Gaffen (Woolf), Anna Gladstone (Hale), Alfred Gomez, Lord Nicholas Gordon Lennox, Nicholas Hale, Sarah Hamilton, David Harrop, Michael Henderson, Celia Hensman, Nigel Hensman, Judy Hildebrand, Ruth Hills, Jane Hole (Gross), Ken Humphrey, Jeremy Le Grice, Anne Ledwidge, Freda Levson (Troup), Helen Macbeth, Dorothea Macrea (Simon), Robert Maxtone Graham, Gillian McKeown, Gerald Medway, Donald Mitchell, Countess Mountbatten of Burma, Francis Nicholls, Viscount Norwich (J.J. Cooper), Mark Paterson, Martyn Pease, Stephen Petter, Anne Pollen, Lord Quinton, Adam Raphael, Countess de Salis, Louisa Service (Hemming), Patricia Smith (Cave), Tim Sturgis, Mary Sufott (Olden), Lady Anne Thorne (Pery), Claire Wagg (Sandars), Baroness Williams of Crosby (Catlin), Margaret Wood (Banyard), Venetia Worthington (Fawcus), Joan Zilva.

In most cases the names that appear in the text are those used at the time of evacuation. Some people wished to be unidentified and are referred to only by first names (not their own).

J.M.

   
Prologue: 1943

I am five years old. I’m sitting on a bench in a train. The compartment has a black window to one side and a sliding door into a corridor at the other. There is a nasty taste in my mouth from eating sandwiches which smell of something I meet again years later and suddenly remember. It is slightly rancid tinned butter. The air is sharp and smoky, the floor is thickly covered with cigarette stubs and litter. The harsh fabric of the seats is scratchy against the back of my legs. I have brushed my doll Babette’s golden curls and arranged her new pink dress so she will look her very best. Babette has her very own tiny trunk full of miniature clothes. Aunt Sadie gave it to me as a leaving present. I have been told to sit still when the train stops, don’t move, just wait and my mummy and daddy will find me. But I’m scared. I don’t know what they look like. Suppose they don’t recognize me?

Three years before, in the terrifying first summer of the Second World War, I was one of thousands of British children, from babes in arms to teenagers, who were sent away to distant countries. Offers of refuge had come from all over the world. ‘Mothers of England! From across the sea, from the cities and mountains and prairies of the West, your children are safe and happy in our wide land. Send us more of them,’ American newspapers urged. Similar appeals poured in from the British Empire and the self-governing Dominions. With a German invasion seemingly imminent, parents faced an agonizing decision. Many were desperate to save their children from the coming catastrophe, competing and queueing to acquire tickets and visas. I was too little either to rebel, like the eleven-year-old who insisted, ‘I would rather be bombed to fragments than leave England,’ or to feel excited. One boy ‘loved the thought of going. I think it possessed me. I even went to a church that was on the way home from school, I remember going in there one afternoon and kneeling down and praying that I could go.’

My four-year-old brother and I were put into the charge of a stranger hired to take us across the Atlantic. It was a perilous journey which some evacuees did not survive. My parents thought they would never see us again. Others hoped the war would be over quickly and told their children they would be home by Christmas. As it turned out, we were all away for years.

Most of us were cared for by foster families. I spent two years in Canada and one in the United States, brought up by people my mother and father had never met. My memory of the years between two and five was completely blank when I began to research this story. I knew only the barest facts of my own history, and now greatly regret not finding out more during my parents’ lifetime. Having managed to fill in some gaps I still cannot say, like Shirley Williams, ‘It was the time of my life, I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.’ But neither am I haunted by bitter memories. Some unfortunate children were passed along through a series of foster homes, treated like poor relations, used as cheap labour, or sexually or physically abused.

Though I came back in 1943, few evacuees were able to return before the war was over. Some stayed in their new countries for good, among them Elizabeth Taylor, who was an evacuee when she was auditioned for her first film. Most of us arrived home as strangers with altered accents, expectations and habits. Appearance changes; memory is fallible. A mother on the station platform enquires, ‘Excuse me, are you my son?’ A small boy runs up to strangers asking, ‘Are you my real mommy?’

At the end of my long journey by ship to Portugal, flying boat to Ireland, train, ferry and another train to London, I sat obediently, anxiously still, waiting for the strangers who were my parents to come and find me. It is my earliest memory.

   
Part I

   
CHAPTER ONE

Waiting for War

I would never do it to my kids, never, ever. Better to all die together than have all those years apart.

AN ANONYMOUS EX-EVACUEE, SPEAKING IN 2002

I tried to imagine it time and again as my own four children were growing up. What would it be like, to miss so much of their early childhood and eventually meet them again as strangers? How could I ever decide to send a two-year-old and a four-year-old off into the unknown, surrendering any control over their upbringing and not knowing when, if ever, I would see them again? It seemed utterly inconceivable. But it was a step that hundreds of thousands of British parents had considered taking, and thousands did take before changing circumstances made it impossible. Yet the very idea would have seemed preposterous when war broke out in 1939 and children were evacuated from the big cities into safer areas of the United Kingdom. What nightmare scenario impelled the overseas exodus nine months later?

It was the prospect of a German invasion and occupation of the British Isles. After uneasy months of inactivity the enemy had burst westwards: Norway and Denmark were overrun, the Low Countries were conquered, France fell. The fate of civilians in the conquered territories, filmed and photographed and broadcast round the world, was ghastly. No wonder, then, that so many people in vulnerable Britain were suddenly desperate to spare their children the suffering and oppression that would inevitably follow a Nazi conquest. To be sent away, even at so young an age, suddenly seemed the lesser of two evils.

My mother and father had particularly good reason to fear what the victorious Germans would do to their family. Eleonore (called Lore) Ehrlich had grown up in Breslau in Silesia, and Frederick (called Fritz and later known as Francis) Mann in the Rhineland. Their families had been in Germany for centuries, and by the late nineteenth century were totally assimilated; but they were still Jewish. Francis and Lore, both of them born in 1907, were children of a peace that had seemed secure and lasting. Imperial Germany was a militaristic state but there had been no European war for more than thirty years, so in Germany as in Britain the outbreak of war in August 1914 came as a shock. The citizens of all the countries involved believed that it would be over by Christmas. My mother’s father, Martin Ehrlich, certainly expected a speedy end: with remarkable confidence in a seven-year-old’s discretion, he admitted his heretical and illicit thoughts to his elder daughter, telling Lore that he hoped Germany would lose the war and become part of the British Empire. But when the fighting ended, Europe was in ruins and Germany was starving and destitute. During the postwar hyperinflation an aunt left Lore a sum of money which should have been enough to live on for years. Its value was delivered to her in the form of one single postage stamp.

My parents both studied law at university. They met as postgraduate students in Berlin, where they were on 30 January 1933 when Adolf Hitler became Chancellor. Nobody who had read Mein Kampf could doubt his poisonous anti-Semitism or mistake his intentions. Night was about to fall on the Jews of Germany. The Nazis intended to ‘cleanse’ them from the Aryan community.

On 11 April all Jews were dismissed from the legal service. Jewish businesses and offices became subject to an organized boycott. Lore herself was physically thrown out of a law court by Hitler’s brownshirt gangsters.

Francis moved to London straight away, though Lore, in the belief that the Nazi nightmare would be over one day, and they would need their qualifications, stayed on in Berlin to take her final exam and Francis came back to take his. The next morning, on 12 October 1933, they were married under the obligatory portrait of Hitler by a Nazi registrar. They left the country that afternoon. Neither of them set foot in Germany again until Francis went back with the army of occupation in 1945.

My parents were remarkably prescient to have got out of Germany so soon after Hitler came to power. Reading the diaries of the Jewish Victor Klemperer, or the non-Jewish Sebastian Haffner’s account of the Nazis’ tightening grip, one begins to understand how most people could keep on thinking things couldn’t get any worse: stick it out a bit longer, it can’t go on for ever – and so on and on, until it was too late. Francis and Lore always said there was nothing heroic in their decision: they left Germany because they were Jews who had nothing to expect in Nazi Germany but concentration camps and death.

Having escaped, they endured six years of helpless anguish as the screw was tightened on German Jews and liberals, as Hitler’s territorial expansion seemed unstoppable, and as most of Britain turned a blind eye to events in central Europe. Francis worked in a solicitors’ firm, though as a foreigner might not be admitted as a solicitor or barrister, so on my birth certificate he was called a ‘German Law Consultant’. In the evenings he wrote the first of many books and articles, all of them produced at a desk in the family living-room where he sat oblivious to noise. Lore had a stillborn baby in 1934, a son in 1935 and me in September 1937; and throughout those years she looked after continuous streams of house-guests: men, women and children newly arrived from Germany.

Of course, my parents knew only too well what was going on over there. The complacent myth that no one outside Germany was really sure what was happening has been demolished by the historian Martin Gilbert. Hitler had openly declared his intention of exterminating the Jews, and although the actual decision to commit mass murder was probably not made until 1941, from 1933 onwards Jews and political opponents suffered torture, confiscation and death, and the government in London had exact information about these atrocities. But appeasement continued to be Britain’s policy, as the Rhineland, Austria and Czechoslovakia in turn were taken over. Then Poland: finally, the last straw. When Neville Chamberlain announced, on Sunday 3 September, 1939, ‘This country is at war with Germany,’ fear and sorrow were mingled with relief in many people’s minds, if not in the Prime Minister’s. Francis always remembered that his tone of voice conveyed a ‘certain lack of enthusiasm and disbelief that his policy of appeasing Hitler had failed, his personal ambition of conducting a successful foreign policy was a shambles, his regret at having to take up a cause described by some of his friends as that of the Jews.’

In August 1914 the outbreak of war had been greeted with enthusiasm and excitement. A quarter of a century on, the public reaction was a stark contrast. This time nobody imagined a heroic adventure: this war, which had been awaited with more or less gloom for a long time, would be an ordeal. One of the women who kept a diary for the social information-gathering project Mass-Observation

looked out of the window while listening to the speech and there were good many people in the street acting as usual, I said, ‘There’s a good many not listening in.’ I put it down to the fact that people rise late on Sundays and missed the announcement of it. There was no excitement at all, just a few groups talking.

Shirley Catlin, now Baroness Williams, was nine.

I was conscious that my parents, especially my mother, were distracted. We were sitting in the garden of our cottage in the New Forest, it was a beautiful summer day, I remember Red Admirals dancing over the flowers, we had an old radio with a curved front and somewhat crackly, the old man’s voice of Neville Chamberlain, and the words ‘so we are now at war with Germany’ – and that completely underlined the whole experience because my mother burst into tears. It was like the appearance of the devil in Eden – it was as strong as that in my mind. I sensed complete impending doom.

Until very shortly before that moment people had been pretending to live as though peace could last, still signing anti-war petitions, going off to France for holidays, to Scotland for the usual August shooting and fishing, on day trips to the seaside. But on 24 August Parliament had been recalled, Air Raid Precautions wardens put on standby, hospital beds cleared of their patients and teachers summoned back to work. Anderson shelters had already been erected in back gardens, trenches dug in the parks, barrage balloons installed and gas-masks distributed. Householders had hung up their blackout curtains and stockpiled sugar or tea. Many people felt as though the country had really been at war ever since the previous Friday, 1 September – the day on which children were evacuated from the cities in a preplanned mass movement of population the like of which had never been recorded before.

   
CHAPTER TWO

Evacuation within Britain

Love for the parents is so great that it is a far greater shock for a child to be separated from its mother than to have a house collapsed on top of him.

ANNA FREUD

The idea of evacuating a whole generation of children without their mothers or fathers was unprecedented. Traditionally, adult and child non-combatants fled together into hiding from invading enemies, both to evade murder, rape and enslavement, and to enable a besieged fortress to hold out longer without bouches inutiles, or ‘useless mouths’. The only other British proposal to evacuate civilians had been made when Napoleon was poised at Boulogne with his flat-bottomed boats and his Grande Armée. Nothing of the kind had ever been discussed since.

During the twenty years of uneasy peace after the end of the ‘war to end all wars’ the British, as Robert Graves remarked, ‘could only think of war in terms of defence; counter attack seemed as unholy as the aggression that might provoke it’. Such defence would be needed against gas attacks or air raids on the big cities. Official discussions, held in secret, were apocalyptically pessimistic, based on the assumption that London would be bombed first and chaos would ensue. The priority would be preventing ‘disorderly general flight’.

As always, ordinary people knew far more than the mandarins supposed. Pictures and reports of civilians trying to hide from bomber planes had become hideously familiar, as the Japanese invaded Manchuria and China, the Italians took Abyssinia, and the Spaniards fought in the Civil War. The British stopped saying ‘It could never happen here’ after the bombardment of Barcelona. Instead the philosopher Bertrand Russell predicted, ‘London will become one vast raving bedlam, the hospitals will be stormed, traffic will cease, the homeless will shriek for peace, the city will be a pandemonium.’ The authorities agreed, not expecting much moral fibre in the poor, still less in Jews, many of whom lived in London’s East End. ‘This type of population’ would be driven mad with fright in a bombing raid, a police superintendent had asserted.

An Evacuation Sub-Committee was already in operation in 1931, and by 1938 Labour members from slum constituencies had persuaded Parliament to plan for mass evacuation. The committee chairman was Sir John Anderson, a clever, efficient fixer who bulldozed through a speedy plan to move all children from the big cities to billets in private homes within four days. They would go from schools in designated evacuation areas to secret destinations in designated reception areas. The scheme was not compulsory, so parents underwent agonies in trying to decide what they should do. Should families share the danger or be torn apart so that some might escape it? Nobody had yet suggested evacuating children overseas.

The committee never considered the emotional effects of what they proposed, or what would happen to the evacuees after they had arrived at their destinations, and likely differences between guests and hosts hardly impinged on their discussions. Margaret Cole, the socialist sociologist, commented that the scheme was drawn up by ‘minds that were military, male, and middle class’. She was not surprised that more than half of London parents rejected the well-meaning rescue plans.

Surely only male calculations could have so confidently assumed that working-class wives would be content to leave their husbands indefinitely to look after themselves, and only middle-class parents, accustomed to shooting their children out of sight and reach at the earliest possible age, could have been so astonished to find that working-class parents were violently unwilling to part with theirs.

But perhaps nobody should be blamed for having failed to foresee the problems of an operation without any parallel in Britain or abroad.1 Although the French and German governments decided to move some children out of towns in the Rhineland, the French considered removing non-combatants from Paris but decided against, while the Germans thought enemy bombers would never get through the defences to attack German cities so decided there was no point in discussing evacuation. Anyway, since everybody of fighting age would be fighting, the rest would be too old or too young to travel, so evacuation was planned for only one group: prisoners, who might escape if prisons were bombed. When air raids did begin in Germany a few children were evacuated, but only under the pretence that they were to be given country holidays.

The British evacuation scheme, in fact, was unique both as an idea and in its intention that the poor should have the same chance of safeguarding their children as the middle and upper classes, who, it was assumed, would stay calm and make their own arrangements for refuge. And so they did. In the month leading up to war, which had conveniently fallen within the long school holiday, millions of people left the big towns. Francis and Lore moved into a rented bungalow in Great Bookham, a village in Surrey. Others perched in country hotels or their relations’ spare bedrooms. The writer Naomi Mitchison’s home in the western Highlands quickly overflowed with refugees from London, as did the Bloomsbury pacifist Frances Partridge’s moderately sized house in Wiltshire. ‘At the worst we had six children, three nannies, parents at weekends and two adults.’ The Canadian diplomat Charles Ritchie, who had been stationed in Britain since the beginning of 1939 and observed London life with sardonic affection, recorded, ‘At the doors of the houses in my neighbourhood stand cars laden with luggage. Little groups of Kensingtonians are evacuating their aunts, their canaries and their small dogs.’

On 31 August local authorities received the signal: ‘Evacuate forthwith.’ Early next morning city children went to school with their luggage, had labels firmly attached to their clothes and were marched off in crocodiles. Nobody was told where they were being taken, and parents were not allowed to go with them, but hordes of weeping and wailing mothers followed to the railway stations where some changed their minds, broke through the police cordon and snatched their children back before they could be loaded on to the special trains and taken away. Within three days 1,473,391 children had arrived in the designated reception areas. The plan was well named Operation Pied Piper. ‘London looked as it would look if some fantastic death pinched off the heads under fifteen … The children have vanished,’ the novelist Storm Jameson observed.

A few days later postcards arrived to tell parents where and with whom their children were living. Billeting officers oversaw the children’s allocation, but foster parents were invited to choose and most wanted one small girl. So there was a ‘slave-market’ aspect to this process, in which siblings were separated and the less appealing children left to the last. Countless personal accounts have been given by the evacuees themselves, many grateful and happy, but others recalling the agony of being torn away from home and handed over to strangers. As one girl, who was eight at the time, said, ‘This was the last day I was really a child.’ Other accounts, by ‘hosts’, are equally variable. The revelation of how the other half had been living, in deprivation or luxury, was mutually shocking.

Within minutes of the declaration of war the sirens sounded, but it was a false alarm and over the following weeks no bombs fell, so that this ‘first evacuation’ gradually dwindled as most of the children went home again. Full-scale bombing raids began in September 1940, prompting a second wave of evacuees from the cities. Under the flying bombs of June 1944 there was a third exodus.

Numerous accounts by evacuees within Britain have appeared, while those by overseas evacuees are very few, but almost all who underwent the experience were powerfully affected (for better or worse) by it. Heather Nicholson is not alone in believing that

it was a monstrous thing to do. Even the despised Nazis thought no children under 10 should be evacuated without their parents. The British government of 1939 is the only one in the history of the world which carried out such a policy on such a scale … If neither the Germans nor the French sent off the little ones like parcels, complete with luggage label, to live with strangers, why did we? Even in Scotland they evacuated families not children on their own … while fathers, brothers, uncles and cousins were sacrificing their lives on our behalf, to save us from being crushed by the Germans, many of their children were being treated as badly as if the enemy were already our masters.

At least those who were evacuated within Britain could exchange regular letters and in some cases even telephone. Most saw their parents from time to time, went home between the evacuations, or were visited in their foster homes. Things were very different for the thousands of children who crossed oceans to live with strangers: their only contact with home was minimal and occasional. Letters disappeared in sunken ships, cables were rationed and transatlantic phone calls virtually impossible. These evacuees stayed in distant foreign countries for years, returning at last, grown and changed, to families they no longer recognized. As one told me, ‘I have never understood how my father and mother could have reached the decision to part from their children so completely. I think about it over and over again. How could they do it to us? How could any parents, anywhere?’

   
CHAPTER THREE

Kindertransports

Every war is a war against the child.

EGLANTYNE JEBB, FOUNDER OF THE SAVE THE CHILDREN FUND, 1920

It cannot have been easy for my parents to spend the first months of the war in a country village as obvious foreigners whose impeccably accurate English was pronounced in an unmistakable German accent. Francis and Lore had applied for naturalization the very day the required five years’ residence was up in October 1938, but there were long delays in processing and it had not come through by the time war broke out. A tribunal certified them as genuine refugees, but they were still ‘enemy aliens’. However, they had been interviewed by the local police and the neighbours knew all about them. So when the Low Countries were overrun and almost all male enemy aliens were interned in the Isle of Man, the Bookham police simply refused to arrest Francis, inventing excuses, dragging their heels. In fact, certain that this mild young lawyer wasn’t a spy, the local police disobeyed orders. Only in England …

My parents had been lucky to come as early as 1933, when they had had little difficulty in obtaining residence permits. The only test of admission was whether the particular applicant could be expected to be useful to the country; and Francis was a professional man, well able to earn his own living and support his dependants. Later on, the test was whether the applicant would not be a charge on public funds while in Britain.

To protect British jobs, only one member of a family of refugee aliens was permitted to take paid employment, so it was not until twenty-five years later that Lore requalified and started work as an English lawyer. She had quickly adapted herself to life in a strange country. Asked, early on, if she knew anybody in England, she replied, ‘Only the Forsytes’ – Nobel-Prize-winner John Galsworthy’s saga was a bestseller at the time. While looking after small children, furiously bored by domesticity, she amused herself by taking an external degree in mathematics at London University. And she wrote hundreds of letters: pleas, exhortations, invitations to her family and friends to get out of Germany while they could. She failed to persuade her favourite aunt and cousins that they should leave. This aunt and her elder daughter were to perish in a concentration camp; the other daughter, blonde, blue-eyed Suse, having got her only son away to safety, survived the war in Berlin, using the papers of a dead woman and sheltered by ten different families in turn.

Lore’s sister Eva, a research chemist, moved to Palestine and, being a Zionist, tried to persuade Lore and Francis to settle there too. They went for a visit in 1935, did not like it and decided to stay in England if they possibly could. But for most people of their kind, the right to residence was only a dream. The British did not expect the Jewish refugees to be permanent settlers. Nobody thought that the Nazi regime would last.

From September 1935 onwards the German government subjected Jews to increasingly severe confiscation and oppression. The more Jews tried to find asylum elsewhere, the more countries imposed rigid limits on the numbers they would accept. Lore spent endless hours trying to get visas, begging and queueing on behalf of friends and relations who would have got out of Germany if only another country could be found to let them in. One day, sitting in a bus stationary at a traffic light in central London, Lore saw the brass plate for the consulate of a country she had never heard of – so jumped off and went in to make her usual plea. She left with three visas: three more people saved from the coming Holocaust.

When people started escaping from the Spanish Civil War, there was even more competition to get into countries where adult refugees became increasingly unwelcome. Children aroused less suspicion and more sympathy. The first ever evacuation of unaccompanied children took place after Guernica was bombed and destroyed on 26 April 1937. Horrific pictures of women and children in the burning ruins caused a public outcry in Britain, and the government agreed to let in a few child refugees.

‘Our brave expeditionary infants’, as the local Spanish press called them, set sail from besieged Bilbao in May. The British expected 2,000, but nearly twice as many half-starved Basque children had been crammed on board. After a nightmare crossing in a storm they were taken to a camp, examined by medical officers and settled in ten to a tent. One child exclaimed, ‘I can’t sleep there, I’m not a gypsy!’ Drenched in non-stop rain, the camp was muddy and miserable and the children refused to cooperate. When a visiting dentist arrived, he found the camp empty. The children had run away. When a priest had broken the news of the fall of Bilbao, the children had beaten up the bringer of bad tidings and broken out of the camp. Eventually the children were dispersed in Britain, though not all of them were made welcome. Some Franco supporters called them ‘red hooligans likely to corrupt our pure English youth’.1

It was an ungenerous reaction, considering Britain was the country where the idea of saving children had begun. In 1930 the United Kingdom and all the Dominions had signed up to the Declaration of the Rights of the Child, agreeing to the relief and protection of children under sixteen in times of distress, regardless of race, nationality or creed. The promise was broken. As soon as Jews began to flee Germany immigration restrictions were tightened. Strictly enforced regulations required children and adults alike to be financially guaranteed by somebody in Britain. Many poor householders signed false agreements to employ refugees (whom they would never see) as resident domestic help.2

Pleas and appeals met refusals, excuses or specious arguments: for example, that if the British government put pressure on the Germans it might make things even worse. Could any public money be spent on refugees, or could they be housed in prisoner-of-war camps from the last war? Out of the question. ‘The pitiful conditions to which German Jews will be reduced will not make them desirable immigrants,’ the Foreign Office advised, and instructed the British Ambassador in Berlin to ask the authorities to stop Jews without visas from boarding German ships bound for Britain.

By the late 1930s few countries would accept the terrified and demoralized refugees even in temporary transit, let alone as permanent settlers. Penniless Jews streaming out of Germany tried to reach every or any country on earth, packed on to leaky tramp steamers sailing to Shanghai or Trinidad, often stuck on ships which wandered the world for endless weeks trying to find some port – any port – in which they could dump their unwelcome passengers.

On the nights of 9 and 10 November 1938 an organized orgy of vandalism, torture and robbery fell upon Germany’s Jews. This was Kristallnacht, or the Night of Broken Glass, a pogrom which provoked increasingly desperate attempts to escape. Francis’s father and aunt got away and settled in Oxford; Lore’s mother, Antonia, joined her younger daughter, Eva, in Palestine. They were lucky to escape. Most adult Jews in Germany, by now without hope for themselves, merely begged for their children to be saved. In America, Senator Robert Wagner tried to get the child-immigration quota increased, but failed. Eleanor Roosevelt implored the President to save Wagner’s bill but he marked the document, ‘File B no action, FDR’. In the end only 433 German Jewish children were let into America before the country was at war with Germany.

Britain was considerably more hospitable. The government said voluntary organizations could bring in 10,000 child refugees without visas. At top speed it was arranged for the BBC to broadcast an appeal for foster homes and for volunteers to check out those that were offered. In Berlin lists were made of endangered children, and hundreds of individual applications arrived in London every week. On 3 December the first party of 200 children arrived by ferry at Harwich.

One of the adults travelling on that first kindertransport was Florence Nankivell, the gutsy, dynamic Dutch Protestant widow of a British diplomat. She had worked with the YWCA and spoke fluent German, so when Dutch Jews were in search of someone to go to Germany and find out what was happening to German Jews, she was a good choice. Having travelled to Berlin with a Moral Rearmament clergyman who offered to share her sins and pray with her, Florence stayed there for a week during which she went to visit Wilfrid Israel, the half-British heir to a famous business dynasty and organizer of the rescue or ransom of thousands who would otherwise have fallen victim to Hitler. His house was full of glorious oriental antiques but he looked, she noted, more exhausted and more sad than any man she had ever seen. When she left his house the street was full of SS cars and black-uniformed men who watched and followed but did not molest her. Decades later Florence remembered every detail and described the sinister atmosphere of suspicion and fear, the horror of finding herself in a crowd all shouting ‘Heil Hitler!’, the terror of being overheard. On leaving, she and one other woman found themselves the only escorts for a trainful of Jewish children, many of them from an orphanage which had been torched by the Nazis. Each child had one German mark and a small bag of clothes. It was a terrifying journey until the blessed moment of crossing the Dutch border. Once in England the children were taken to a holiday camp, where reporters observed that most of them seemed utterly bewildered.

Within three months transports were leaving Berlin and Vienna in large numbers, and bringing much younger refugees. Wilfrid Israel watched as tiny infants were handed over by their parents. One desperate mother shoved her baby into the arms of a stranger, a boy of thirteen who was sitting beside an open window. He was still holding her twenty-four hours later when he came off the boat at Harwich.

It was half a lifetime before children rescued by the transports began to speak or write about the experience. Those who were old enough to know what was happening at the time say the last moments with their families were unforgettably, uniquely distressing. The historian David Cesarini wrote:

Parents tried to crowd a lifetime of care and advice into a few moments. They agonised over what to pack for their children, smuggling valuables into their luggage in defiance of the Nazi edict that the diminutive immigrants could take only a token sum with them. All the while they reassured their children and themselves that the parting was only temporary.

Younger children found it difficult or impossible to understand why their parents were sending them away. Ruth Oppenheimer thought, ‘Why should I depart before Hannah, who was three and a half years older than I? Clearly my parents loved me less.’

Hedy Epstein accused her parents of trying to get rid of her. ‘I said, “I’m really a Gypsy child and you’re now trying to get rid of me. You adopted me and now you no longer want me.” Although I was glad to get out of Germany at the same time I also felt a great deal of fear that I wasn’t totally capable of talking about or dealing with, so I lashed out at them. I must have really deeply deeply hurt my parents.’

On arrival in Britain the children were housed in camps where on Sundays the ‘cattle market’ took place. They were herded together in a large hall and prospective hosts arrived to look them over and choose which, if any, to take home. Most wanted only young children, so the sweet and small ones were picked first: siblings were often separated and teenagers left with still stronger feelings of rejection. Rosa Jacobs, from Breslau, at fifteen was afraid her nose wasn’t straight enough for anyone to want her, and it was indeed a long time before a foster family took her on.

Most remember feeling frightened, angry or excited, but others who were there at the time remarked on the children’s passive, dry-eyed calm. The visiting adults were often in tears. Joan Matthews and her doctor husband Ted lived in Bath with their five daughters. She and a friend, who had four children, decided that one extra each could easily be fitted into their homes.

With our husbands, one very cold day just a week before Christmas, we went off to a refugee camp on the east coast of England where a boat load of Jewish children had just arrived after a terribly rough crossing. They were staying in a quite unsuitable summer holiday camp. The children were sleeping in little unheated chalets. There was one big reception hall with the stove in the middle around which all the children were huddling to keep warm. They were wearing every bit of clothing that they possessed. They looked so forlorn and so miserable. It was snowing hard. We had no wellingtons, as we hadn’t bargained for this sort of weather, but quite a number of us managed to find our way to the camp. Eventually we came away with only one child each, but we found great difficulty in choosing and felt like taking several.

Richard Attenborough, a schoolboy at the time, described his parents’ helping to bring Jewish refugees out of Hitler’s Germany.

In most cases it meant housing them for a few days while their papers were put in order to go to relatives in United States or Canada. One day my mother went up to London to fetch two German girls, Irene aged twelve and Helga, nine. I expected them to leave within the next few days like the other children who had passed through our house. But while they were still with us, war broke out, ending all transport to America. I was fourteen, my brother David was three years younger and my brother Johnny a couple of years younger than that. We all came back from school one day and returned to see my father in his study … my father explained that Irene and Helga had been planning to go to America but now they were stranded and there was nowhere for them to go. Their mother was in a concentration camp and their father likely to be.

The Attenboroughs adopted the two girls, whose parents did not survive.

Richard Attenborough was right to emphasize that his ‘parents’ generosity represents only one of many acts of kindness of the British people in those dark days’. Ruth David, formerly Oppenheimer, says, ‘I honour Britain for this unparalleled gesture of goodness at a time when other countries turned a cold shoulder.’ But not all the children who found refuge in Britain feel grateful. Silvia Rodgers, the wife of the politician Lord (William) Rodgers, wrote a bitter memoir, in which she reproduced her school photograph from 1938 showing twenty-eight ten-year-olds. Twenty-four of them perished. She attributes their failure to escape Germany to British hostility. It took fifty-one years for her

to be fully confronted by the poignancy and pain of being the one and only child in a school from a strange country … I had become like an insect, which, sensing danger, folds inwards and feigns death. I dared not relax. I dared not be spontaneous, and my very body became rigid in order to protect myself.

The child refugees had become a familiar sight, their plight a common topic of discussion, by 31 August 1939 when the last children’s transport left Germany. In all, 9,354 children escaped by that route, and about another 1,000 had entered Britain with different sponsors.

Many of these children felt dreadful remorse for the way in which they had parted from their parents or guilt for ‘deserting’ them. Such emotions are entirely understandable and natural. They are exactly those that were experienced by children evacuated overseas from Britain. It is only the happier final outcome that blunts the strength of the memories. But back in 1940, the partings were just as desperate. Having already lived through such a moment in their imagination made it no easier for Lore and Francis to endure, or for other parents such as Joan Matthews, who had taken a little Viennese girl into her family.

The experience made my husband and me think very hard about what her parents must have felt sending their child away from danger to a strange country, having no idea what was going to happen to her, what sort of home or love she would find. The fear that must have been in their minds of what could have happened to that child if she had not been sent away had been something that was always with me.

When Joan Matthews first made that empathetic leap, it never occurred to her that she would soon be sending her own children away; or that she too would be afraid that they might never be reunited.
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