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Sinclair McKay has written books on subjects ranging from the codebreakers of Bletchley Park to the evolution of rambling and the political manoeuvres behind the Battle of Britain; the linking thread being social history. In 2017 Headline published the Sunday Times bestselling Bletchley Park Brainteasers which has sold almost 200,000 copies. McKay is also the author of the bestselling The Secret Life of Bletchley Park, Dresden: The Fire and the Darkness, Secret Service Brainteasers, The Scotland Yard Puzzle Book and The Tower of London Puzzle Book. He writes for the Spectator and the Telegraph and spends much of his like eyebrow-deep in dusty archives! He lives in the shadow of Canary Wharf in east London.




Praise for Sinclair McKay:

‘The Secret Life of Bletchley Park seems a remarkably faithful account of what we did, why it mattered, and how it all felt at the time by someone who couldn’t possibly have been born then.’ The Guardian

‘Bletchley Park Brainteasers is outrageously difficult but utterly fascinating.’ The Express

‘Disturbing and compelling in equal measure. Sinclair McKay brings a dark subject vividly to life in Dresden.’ Keith Lowe, author of Savage Continent and The Fear and the Freedom

‘Sinclair McKay’s account of this secret war of the airwaves in Secret Listeners is as painstakingly researched and fascinating as his bestselling The Secret Life Of Bletchley Park, and an essential companion to it.’ Daily Mail

‘Powerful . . . there is rage in his ink. McKay’s Dresden grips by its passion and originality. Some 25,000 people perished in the firestorm that raged through the city. I have never seen it better described.’ Max Hastings, Sunday Times
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About the Book

Discover locations full of history and intrigue where the bravest men and women performed top secret work in the fight to win the Second World War.

Up and down the UK, these hidden and unsuspecting bases now offer a unique glimpse into a world characterised by resolute minds and tight-lipped confidentiality.

From the outset of the war, most of Britain felt like a mystery even to those who lived there. All road and railway signs were removed up and down the country to thwart potential enemy spies. An invisible web of cunning spread across the United Kingdom; secret laboratories were hidden in marshes, underground bases were built to conceal key strategic plans and grand contry houses became secret and silent locations for eccentric boffins to do their confidential cryptography work.

In Secret Britain, Sinclair McKay maps out the UK through the hidden bases and battlegrounds that for the most part were kept under the Official Secrets Act until 1975. From secret wildernesses where rockets were launched into the skies to the underground tube stations commandeered for control rooms to factories hidden deep beneath the ground, there is still so much to uncover and explore.
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Introduction

If you take a bracing walk along the clifftops of Dorset, looking out at the vast expanse of blue ocean, on one stretch of the path you might see an elegant abstract sculpture on a plinth. It is made up of intertwining bands of gold, suggestive of a radar dish. On this spot, in the summer of 1940, scientists perfected a miracle to help save the nation from invasion. Elsewhere, in quiet Bedfordshire, there is a gravely dignified stately home, which, from 1939, played host to a brilliant crowd of young women who were engaged in life-or-death work which had consequences right the way across the world. On a trip to London, a ramble through a slightly rackety 1930s-built suburb near Wembley will bring you within view of a large institutional-looking redbrick building which rarely merits a second glance. And yet it was here, in the twilight of the Second World War, that the future age of computers was forged by a handful of people who barely comprehended the full epoch-changing significance of what was happening.

What these – and a huge number of other sites dotted up and down the length of the UK – have in common was that they were once places of top secrecy. From busy research stations to laboratories where boffins set about trying to create ‘death rays’, there were super-restricted clandestine houses and huts and stretches of open moorland that were strictly forbidden for the general public. There were bases from which vast battles were directed, institutions where astounding espionage gadgets and explosive sabotage equipment were perfected and tested and stretches of beautiful wilderness that became roaring battlegrounds, where deadly serious rehearsals for war were played out. There were corners of the country where the curious were not even allowed a glimpse. But now the public is allowed. And there is an entire country of secrets to be explored.

For quite a long time, eerie inner-city bombsites and derelict airfields covered with weeds and rubble were the chief landmarks of Britain’s war years. Haunting visual reminders of ordeal and heroism: however, thanks to the gradual relaxation of the Official Secrets Act in specific historic cases, there are now many other kinds of war landmarks – some hugely uplifting and quirky and celebratory – that are now accessible and open. For a long time, some were overlooked altogether; most of us wouldn’t have known they had played a part in the conflict at all.

For instance, few would have thought much of the entrance of an old disused London underground station in Mayfair – yet it was here where Churchill used to come at night to visit the secret subterranean operations base for the nation’s railways. He also came in order to have some thinking time away from the War Rooms, and to avail himself of a splendidly large bathtub to be found in a side tunnel. Equally, walkers in the Quantock Hills today would scarcely register the concrete remains of a small hill-top bunker dug into the earth and yet it was from here that improbably, on the darkest nights, German bombers above were tricked and dazzled with pyrotechnic effects.

Even familiar landmarks, such as the splendour of Blenheim Palace in Oxfordshire and the stern and austere Wormwood Scrubs prison in west London, have layers of hidden wartime history echoing within their walls. In both these cases, it was the intrigue and ingenuity of espionage. But in all of these instances, the paramount need for secrecy obscured all. Nor did anyone quite know when this secrecy should stop. And so, it was only in more recent years that large numbers of these brilliant Second World War sites began to reveal their extraordinary stories.

Secrecy was something that the British public turned out to have a terrific talent for (unlike their American counterparts, who were as leaky as colanders when it came to hush-hush matters). When war came on 3 September 1939, one of the government’s first moves was to alert the public to the idea that there could be undercover Nazi spies moving among them, in every town, every village, every office and every pub and cinema. Ministers got to work on the propaganda that would ensure caution. They commissioned a series of posters with cartoons painted by artist Cyril Bird that were witty and effective. They depicted men and women either in the saloon bar, or in trains, or in factories, all crowding in for chinwags about their war work. And the tagline was always the same: ‘Careless Talk Costs Lives’. The government launched what it termed an ‘anti-gossip’ campaign. The aim was to inform the working population that any scrap of information shared could give a German spy a great advantage in the war. And it worked: the British were swiftly trained into the habit of super-secrecy.

In 1939, this veil of discretion was lowered over the railways and the roads too. Platform station-names were removed and signposts were taken down. The aim was to disorientate possible German infiltrators and the fact that it also confused everyone else was neither here nor there. For the point was that the population broadly approved of this new approach to life; it made people feel they were making a palpable contribution to the war effort.

And more than that, for the many thousands of young people recruited into secret work – from radio interception and scientific research to the hiding of priceless works of art – there was also an intense pride. When they went home on leave and when family and friends badgered them for clues about what they were doing, they could reply with some dignity that they were sworn to secrecy by the Crown. Indeed, for the small army of teenage radio fanatics recruited to help harvest German messages, this was every bit as good as the fictional espionage sagas that they devoured at the time.

It wasn’t just roads and railways; entire swathes of the British landscape also became top secret. Stately homes deep in the countryside were requisitioned and turned to a wide range of hidden purposes, as the villagers round and about fruitlessly tried to guess. Meanwhile, beneath the streets of major cities, old brick tunnel systems were extended and given a variety of amazing uses, from factories to intelligence nerve centres.

And now, decades later, the landscape of Secret Britain is emerging from the shadows. We can go on a journey to visit the lonely coastal laboratories, the remote moorland turned into combat training grounds, the estuary where rocket experiments were carried out and the strange earthworks burrowed beneath forests, some of which are still only just being uncovered, and which are found to still contain bedding and tins. There’s a whole world of Second World War history out there ready to be explored.

A few of these formerly secret sites have recently been basking in fame having received belated tribute. Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire is the most lustrous example. In the grounds of this slightly drab Victorian country house was arguably one of the greatest secrets of the Second World War, a codebreaking operation so brilliantly successful that on a daily basis its intelligence was helping to change the course of the conflict. In and around the estate worked young women and men, from mathematicians to poets to Wrens who were cryptic crossword enthusiasts. All signed the Official Secrets Act. All were required to say not one word about what they had done – in theory, for the rest of their lives. Thankfully, we are now able to tell their stories and commemorate their incredible ingenuity and achievements.

The story of Secret Britain is in part a celebration. There are tales of brilliant inventiveness and beguiling quirkiness to be told, from a boffin in a secret hut jumping out of his skin as a bullet from an enemy aircraft ricocheted around his metal filing cabinet, to the women in a secret bunker who were ceremonially hoisted up and turned upside down so that they could plant their footsteps on the ceiling as initiation. There are stories of the most intense endeavour, where young women in hidden underground bunkers intently listened through the night to decipher messages from enemy ships knowing that one tiny mistake could bring disaster and death. Elsewhere, ordinary people were being trained in country houses to become saboteurs and killers – and sometimes being ordered to drink vast quantities of alcohol to monitor how they would keep their heads if entrapped in enemy honey-traps.

But this wartime story also makes us look at the land itself with fresh eyes too. In a time when we have all been emerging from restricted lives and discovering a new and keener appetite to explore corners of the country that had been forbidden by lockdown, there are extra reasons to relish the rich layers of the past. Now we have the renewed freedom to do so, this is a wonderful time to set out and enjoy – for instance – the silvery dunes of the storm-blown north Devon coast, where secret rehearsals for D-Day were carried out. Or to immerse ourselves in the soft emerald and chalk undulations of Dorset, where a beautiful hamlet was sacrificed for vital training manoeuvres. Or to join tours to investigate the ghostly abandoned London Underground stations that can still, just about, be glimpsed from the windows of today’s trains.

This is a story of how even in a landscape that is timelessly exquisite, history has many more surprises to yield up, making us appreciate it all the more.
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