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About the Book

When the history of British codebreaking is told, the story is often a men-only preserve (for example, of the top fourteen listed actors in Bletchley Park-set The Imitation Game, only one is a woman). That perception completely ignores the fact that the vast majority of codebreakers were in fact women; and foremost among them was one who is largely unknown to the public, and whose activities were a secret even to her closest contacts – Emily Anderson.

Anderson was a leading member of British intelligence for over three decades. She played key roles in both World Wars, worked in Bletchley Park and in the Middle East, and was reckoned among the top three female codebreakers in the world. Her work coincided with her other great love – music. She is famous in musicology circles as being the first to effectively decipher the letters and diaries of Mozart and Beethoven. In 1961 Germany awarded her their highest honour, the Order of Merit First Class, completely ignorant of the fact that the interpretative skills they were honouring were the same utilised to defeat their military only a few years previously.

Secrecy was the keyword of her life, as she also had affairs with other women at a time when such was not generally accepted. That few are familiar with her name is no surprise. Even those close to her had little idea that she had such a significant role in international affairs. Now, this startling new narrative of her life, complete with new material and sources Queen of Codes will place Emily Anderson at the forefront of great British codebreakers.




For Mícheál,
for everything.




Introduction

On 1 November 1962 at St John’s parish church, in London’s Hampstead, the funeral took place of a seventy-two-year-old woman: the retired civil servant Miss Emily Anderson. As she had never married, there was no bereaved husband, nor long-term partner, nor were there any children to grieve her passing. Aside from one cousin, there were no family members – no siblings and no nieces or nephews – in attendance. To the outside observer, it must have appeared to be a typical funeral for an elderly woman who had perhaps led a solitary existence. Yet, had they but known it, the clues that she had, in fact, led a quite remarkable double life were there, hiding in plain sight. St John’s was packed to capacity, and as the mourners filed into the church to pay their respects that day, there were those among the congregation who were well aware that this was the funeral of no ordinary woman, who had lived no ordinary life.

Emily Anderson had been a regular presence on the streets of Hampstead for nearly forty years. She had lived at a variety of addresses in the borough since 1923, but aside from her close friends, none of her neighbours really knew her. To those who encountered her, Miss Anderson appeared to be a pleasant, if unremarkable, figure. Her next-door neighbour in Ellerdale Road recalled a woman who was:


rather a solitary figure, and was rather shy, I reckon. She gave the impression of being very frail, with a very gentle manner. She was very self-contained, and very discreet, very pleasant to meet, and not interested in useless chatter. Her life’s work was cataloguing, I believe. She probably looked older than she was. She had a very pleasant face, that I do know.1



While her neighbours may have considered Miss Anderson a quiet and solitary single woman, among the congregation that day there were those who knew only too well the varied – and, to a large degree, secretive – life this former academic, and later Foreign Office official, had lived since she moved to London from her home in Galway, in the west of Ireland, in 1918. The friends and former colleagues who attended the funeral were an eclectic bunch, reflecting the various strands of Anderson’s life: strands that had occasionally intertwined but had remained largely separate over the more than four decades she had spent living and working in England. One aspect of the funeral that would have forcefully struck those who attended, however, was the quality of the music performed, which was exceptional. This was hardly surprising, given that music had been the grand passion of Anderson’s life. Seated in St John’s that November morning were the cream of London’s musical community, including some of the best-known classical musicians and opera singers of the day, a number of whom performed during the service. Also seated in the congregation were a number of Anderson’s Jewish friends – internationally renowned bookdealers and academics in the main, who had fled Nazi Germany in the years preceding the Second World War – as well as a high-ranking official representing the German Embassy. Finally, there among the mourners, and known to no one but each other, were some of the most senior figures in the world of British intelligence, going back decades.

The full details of Emily Anderson’s life and career would have been known to very few of those who came to bid a respectful farewell to the tall, slim, quietly spoken lady who had lived at 24 Ellerdale Road. To all intents and purposes, Emily Anderson had worked as a civil servant with the Foreign Office, but she had put her free time to remarkable use. She had single-handedly collected and translated the correspondence of Mozart and his family, and then later performed the same monumental task for Beethoven. Both translations (The Letters of Mozart and his Family was published in 1938, The Letters of Beethoven in 1961) were immediately acclaimed as works of great scholarship, unlikely to ever be equalled (as they have remained). In a review of Anderson’s Letters of Beethoven that appeared in her native Ireland, the writer observed:


Miss Emily Anderson, whose brilliant editing of the letters of Beethoven has won her widespread praise, is an Irishwoman who, I am told, loathes publicity. She has had a varied and practical career.2



Miss Anderson’s loathing of publicity was arguably directly related to just how ‘varied and practical’ that career had been. For had those who thought they knew her been told that this highly respectable woman, usually attired in a well-tailored skirt, silk blouse and pearls, who lived alone, travelled extensively, played the piano rather well, and had an international reputation as an exceptional music scholar, was also the foremost female codebreaker of her generation, her friends and neighbours would never have believed it.

But the proof was there for all to see, for laid side by side on her coffin, in velvet-lined boxes, were the two significant awards she had received during her lifetime. One box contained the OBE conferred on her by King George V in 1943, and the other the Order of Merit, First Class, the highest honour the Federal Republic of Germany could bestow, conferred on her only a year previously, in 1961. The first she had been awarded ‘For services to the forces and in connexion with Military operations [ . . . ] GHQ, Middle East’. The second was for her significant contribution to Beethoven scholarship, as a result of her groundbreaking translation of the great German composer’s letters.

Emily Anderson was a woman who had lived two distinct yet parallel lives – one, her public life, as an internationally respected music scholar; and the second, her scrupulously guarded professional life, as a codebreaker at the most senior level of British intelligence for nearly forty years. But her story began in a small city in the west of Ireland, when a shy, precocious little girl, with a keen intellect and independent spirit, first developed a love of languages and music. Those grand passions, carefully nurtured by her parents, would sustain her throughout her life. Her neighbour, who believed that Miss Anderson’s ‘life’s work was cataloguing’, could never have imagined the secret life that this shy, discreet, solitary figure with a ‘pleasant face’ had lived, quietly, for decades. After all, aside from her colleagues in the highest echelons of British intelligence, no one else knew about it either.

Until now.




1

Family, Early Life and Education

Emily Anderson was born on 17 March 18911 to Alexander Anderson and his wife, Emily Gertrude (née Binns). She was the second of the couple’s four children, three girls and a boy. Raised in the city of Galway, in the west of Ireland, she was part of a respected and relatively well-off middle-class family. Her father, Alexander, was an academic, and at the time of her birth was Professor of Physics at Queen’s College, Galway, the university where he himself had studied. Professor Anderson had been born in 18582 in Coleraine, County Londonderry, into a staunch Ulster Presbyterian family. At Queen’s College, Alexander Anderson had been an exceptional student, having been awarded gold medals on the results of his BA examination in 1880, and also his MA examination in 1881. He went on to win first place in an open examination for a scholarship to Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, and arrived there as a Foundation Scholar in 1881.3

At Cambridge, one of his fellow students was a fellow Ulsterman and physicist, Joseph Larmor, later Sir Joseph Larmor, Lucasian Professor of Mathematics at Cambridge. Both men had much in common, above and beyond being Ulstermen.4 It was said of Larmor that he was:


[ . . . ] an unassuming, diffident man who did not readily form close friendships and whose numerous acts of generosity were performed without publicity. Larmor made few friends, perhaps; but while he lived, and they lived, he lost none.5



Much the same thing would later be said of Alexander Anderson, and he and Larmor remained firm friends for the rest of their lives.6 In 1885, Alexander Anderson had returned to Queen’s College, Galway, where he was appointed Professor of Natural Philosophy (in succession to Larmor, who had held the chair for two years), a post he held until 1934.7 He subsequently became a Senator of – and the Vice Chancellor of – the National University of Ireland in 1915.

Emily’s mother, the former Emily Binns, came from a well-respected Galway family. Her father, William J. Binns, was manager of the National Bank Galway, and her brother, William N. Binns, an engineer, was the Galway Borough Surveyor.8 Emily Gertrude Binns was born in Rathkeale, Co. Limerick, in 1869. Her father was then manager of the Rathkeale branch of the National Bank, before being promoted to manager of the more prestigious Galway branch in the city’s Eyre Square in 1881. The Binns family were also Presbyterian, and the couple are likely to have met when, as a student in Galway, Alexander Anderson attended services in the Presbyterian church at Nun’s Island. Emily Binns was twelve years old when Alexander Anderson took his MA from QCG in 1881, and sixteen when he returned to Galway as Professor of Natural Philosophy in 1885. The young academic cannot but have been struck by the rather beautiful Miss Binns, and within three years of his return to Galway, the couple were married.

The wedding took place in Dublin on 18 July 1888, when Alexander Anderson was thirty and his bride just three months past her nineteenth birthday. That the wedding did not take place in the bride’s home town is odd, and it appears likely that the couple had eloped in order to marry. Significantly, there had been no announcement in the local press of the engagement or impending nuptials of one of the university’s professors to the daughter of a prominent local banker, as might have been expected. This, then, appears to have been a genuine love match, and the independent spirit, courage and determination shown by Alexander Anderson and his young bride in marrying in the face of parental opposition would be characteristics inherited by their middle daughter, Emily. The bride’s youth is likely to have been the only reason for parental disapproval of the marriage, however, as in every other regard their new son-in-law was an eminently respectable match. Anderson’s best man was Joseph Larmor, who had by then been appointed to the position of lecturer in mathematics at Cambridge.9 Emily’s bridesmaid was her cousin, Ann Binns.10

Following their honeymoon, the couple returned to Galway, where they rented a house in Mill Street. Their first child, Elsie, was born there in 1890, and she was followed a year later by Emily. Four and a half years after Emily’s birth, in 1895,11 a son, also named Alexander, was born, and in 1902, the couple welcomed their final child, a daughter named Helen.

When Emily was eight years old, her father was appointed President of Queen’s College, Galway. The position required that the incumbent live within the college grounds, and a substantial nine-room residence in the Quadrangle of the college came with the presidency. The Anderson family, then comprising three children, moved to the president’s quarters in 1899. They were in residence there when, two years later, the 1901 census recorded the city’s population as 13,426; ten years later, it had declined to 13,255.12 The Galway of Anderson’s youth had ambitions to be a city of commerce and industry, but in reality was ‘a relatively small market town and an administrative centre’,13 whose population was overwhelmingly Catholic. The opening of Queen’s College, Galway, in 1849 had, however, attracted many Ulster Presbyterian students – including Alexander Anderson – to the city, and a vibrant and assertively Protestant subculture steadily emerged, whose principle characteristics were ‘a siege mentality, a middle-class outlook and a disapproval of frivolity’.14 Nowhere was this siege mentality more pronounced that in the university, where, by the 1880s, Ulster Presbyterians represented the largest student cohort in the college’s population of c. 200 students. For most Galwegians, however, the college remained a place apart.

Emily Anderson enjoyed something of a privileged existence as the daughter of the university president, living in a comfortable house, with an extensive library on her doorstep. By the time the 1901 census was taken, the Anderson household included a staff of four – a butler, cook, housemaid and governess. The governess, Elisa Curtet, was Swiss, and the children’s early proficiency in French and German stemmed from being tutored by a governess fluent in both languages. The Anderson children also had as a pet a Pomeranian dog.15

Two images of Emily as a child survive. In the first, she is pictured on the steps of the doorway to the president’s residence in the Quadrangle. Standing behind her is Elisa the children’s governess. Emily is a rather plain, serious-looking girl with auburn hair and freckles. Also pictured are her elder sister Elsie, who has infinitely more cherubic features, and their mother, the older Emily, a beautiful if sombre-looking woman with dark, striking eyes, whose arm is wrapped protectively around her second daughter. The second image, taken around the same time, shows Anderson seated alone, on the banks of the River Corrib (which ran through the college campus), with her bicycle beside her and a book on her lap. Anderson could not have been more than nine or ten at the time the photograph was taken, yet she appears a serious, studious child. As the children of one of Galway’s most prominent citizens, the Anderson siblings lived in something of a fishbowl, their conduct and behaviour on public view to the entire academic and student body of the university. Their father’s status as college president, and the fact that they were Presbyterian, meant that the Andersons were limited in their choice of friends, who, in addition to sharing their religion, would need to match their social standing. There were few other children, other than the children of other college staff, for them to play with, and as they were educated privately, they had little if any opportunity for contact with children of their own age in the general population outside the university. A tendency towards reserve and solitude was to become, for Emily, a lifelong trait, which, ironically, in view of her future career in intelligence, would become a significant advantage.

In the absence of a wide social circle, it is hardly surprising that music became a source of solace and expression for at least two of the Anderson siblings. Both Elsie and Emily learned to play the piano from an early age, and Elsie also appears to have had a fine singing voice, winning various prizes at competitions. Living at the heart of a university ensured that the Anderson children grew up in a household where education and critical thinking were much prized. Their father’s work ethos was firmly established in his children, all of whom were bright, conscientious students. Professor and Mrs Anderson had, by all accounts, a very happy marriage, and were loving and attentive parents. The children also grew up in a household where issues of gender were not perceived to preclude intellectual or personal advancement. Their mother was a committed suffragist, and encouraged her two oldest daughters to accompany her to meetings advocating that women be granted the vote.16 Mrs Anderson was active in a number of civic spheres in Galway, and was not afraid to speak her mind. She was vice-president of the Women’s National Health Association Galway branch, and honorary secretary of the Galway Total Abstinence Association.17 A straight talker, in 1911 Mrs Anderson was the spokesperson of a delegation from the Women’s National Health Association when they presented their case for the compulsory reporting of TB cases by doctors to the City Council. There was reluctance on the part of doctors regarding compulsory reporting of cases, but Mrs Anderson was clear in her view: ‘We know that there are difficulties, but the best thing is to look the matter fair in the face.’18 Mrs Anderson’s view prevailed, reporting of TB cases became the norm, and she became a member of the visiting committee at the local sanatorium. She was also a founding member of the Connaught Women’s Franchise League in January 1913. The passion with which her daughter Emily later advocated for equal pay for women in the civil service undoubtedly shows she had inherited her mother’s values.

Mrs Anderson could not have maintained such a high public profile, especially on contentious issues such as women’s suffrage, without the support of her husband, and it is clear that Professor Anderson was very much of the view that ability transcended the issue of gender. The education of women had been much prized in Professor Anderson’s own family, and his sister Elizabeth (known as Bessie) had been the first female student to attend Queen’s College, Galway. Bessie Anderson subsequently graduated with a BA in Mathematics from the Royal University of Ireland, becoming a noted mathematician. Professor Anderson was also distinguished among other college presidents by being one of the first to appoint women to professorial positions.

When she was fourteen, Emily made the first of what would be numerous visits to Germany. Significantly, those trips appear to have been instigated by her father. Unfortunately, as no personal correspondence related to Emily Anderson or any of her family from this time survives, Professor Anderson’s relationship with his middle daughter cannot be gleaned from any of the scant documentary evidence that does exist. However, in an interview Anderson gave to the BBC in 1961, she noted that although her father was a physicist, he was also a keen linguist, who had learned German during his time at Cambridge. Anderson also stated that she and her elder sister ‘had German governesses’, indicating that, as well as Elisa Curtet, there were a number of other governesses employed by the Andersons, which would explain the high level of fluency in German of all the Anderson siblings. Emily’s brother Alexander, who unlike his sisters was sent away to boarding school in Dublin,19 was also a fluent German speaker, something that proved of significant benefit to him during the First World War.

It seems Professor Anderson was determined that, in addition to having German-speaking governesses, his daughters needed the experience of speaking German in Germany with German families to achieve full fluency. The fact that her busy father took the time to accompany his daughters on the journey to and from Germany, and as a consequence spent considerable time in their company, would appear to have fostered a warm, loving relationship between them. Having initially ‘detested’ her time living with German families, Anderson quickly overcame her dislike, and throughout her life she made and maintained numerous warm friendships with various Germans, and cherished a lasting love of German music and culture, which greatly enriched her life.

Professor Anderson’s first decade as college president was a difficult one, in that it fell to him to defend the college from the threat of closure in the years preceding the establishment of the National University in 1908. But he was more than up to the task, and, as a Galway graduate himself, at a public meeting held in 1907 he concluded his staunch defence of his alma mater with an uncharacteristically poetic flourish:


Woodman, spare that tree!

Touch not a single bough!

In youth it sheltered me,

And I’ll protect it now.20



Protect it he did, for the next twenty-seven years, until his retirement in 1934. He was an able university administrator, who successfully guided the college through a period of major change, including the transition from Queen’s College, Galway, to University College, Galway, and the revolutionary period of 1916–22, which saw the university finally come under the jurisdiction of the new Irish Free State in 1922.

On a personal level, Professor Anderson was considered by many to be a somewhat aloof man, brilliant but remote. He was also a groundbreaking physicist. In February 1920, he published an article entitled ‘On the Advancement of the Perihelion of a Planet (Mercury) and the Path of a Ray of Light in the Gravitational Field of the Sun’. In the article, he observed:


We may remark, though perhaps the assumption is very violent, that if the mass of the sun were concentrated in a sphere of diameter of 1.47 kilometres, the index of refraction near it would become infinitely great, and we should have a very powerful condensing lens, too powerful indeed, for the light emitted by the sun itself would have no velocity at its surface. Thus if, in accordance with the suggestion of Helmholtz, the body of the sun should go on contracting, there will come a time when it will be shrouded in darkness, not because it has no light to emit, but because its gravitational field will become impermeable to light.21



What Professor Anderson was describing was the first published suggestion of the possibility of ‘black holes’, and he was also the first to speculate about what would happen if a star collapsed under its own gravity.22 It was said of Professor Anderson that:


he moved little beyond the walls of the university, mixed little with the men who battle in the world amidst worldly things. Perhaps, indeed, in this lay his fault, if fault it was, for one does not always perceive life whole through cloistered windows.23



A different picture of Professor Anderson emerges in a description by one of his colleagues. Affectionately known to his students as ‘Alec’, Anderson was described by Professor Mary Donovan O’Sullivan thus:


in his leisure hours, like Churchill, rarely seen without a cigar. I used to travel home with him from meetings in Dublin when he proved a grand companion on the journey, bringing his wit and lively sense of humour to bear on men and events.24



He and his wife were generous and popular hosts, and Donovan O’Sullivan recalls that, following conferring ceremonies, the president would host an afternoon tea party – a thé dansant – in the Aula Maxima for graduates and staff. Professor Anderson, she noted, was:


a physicist of European repute, he was also a fine classical scholar. He was [also] thoroughly at home in French and German, and even possessed a sound acquaintance with such languages as Czech, while he had all the feeling of the classical scholar for polished English prose.25



Alexander Anderson, then, was something of an enigma: a brilliant scientist who was also an excellent and passionate linguist and classical scholar; an aloof and somewhat austere workaholic who was also, in the company of close friends and colleagues, a charming, erudite man and a gregarious host. To a quite extraordinary degree, all of these characteristics, and apparent contradictions, came to be shared by his daughter Emily. In view of his daughter’s future career as a codebreaker, it is interesting to note that ‘right to the end of his life he used to love to do the classical crosswords in the Athenaeum’.26

In the absence of any family correspondence, we are fortunate in having a window into Emily Anderson’s own student days at Queen’s College, Galway, from one of her contemporaries at that time, Mary Donovan O’Sullivan – the same Donovan O’Sullivan who went on to become a colleague of Emily’s father as the first Professor of History at University College, Galway.27 In 1908, the first year of her BA, Emily Anderson took first place, and first-class honours, in English, French, German and Latin. At the time she came to know Emily, Donovan O’Sullivan recalls that the entire student body numbered about 120 students, ‘60% of whom were Catholics from the South and West, and about 40% Northern students, mainly Presbyterian.’28 Of these, only eleven students were women. Donovan O’Sullivan noted that there was:


a world of difference between the Northerners and Southerners, though both belonged to the same middle classes. The Northerners were quiet, plodding, and persevering, possessing all the qualities that command respect rather than admiration, and though by no means brilliant, were nearly always successful. The Southerners, on the other hand, were more successful in brilliant dash than steady persistence, more prodigal than parsimonious, more addicted to sport and less to study, more capable of winning friendship than respect.29



As the daughter of a Northern Irish father and a Southern Irish mother, Emily Anderson was fortunate in exhibiting the best of both sets of characteristics throughout her life, and her stellar undergraduate career is a testament to how conscientious was her dedication to her studies. During her student days, aside from her interest in music, there was little to distract her from her pursuit of academic excellence. There were a few sports societies (rugby, cricket, tennis and hockey), and only one other college society, the Literary and Debating Society. There were ‘no cinemas, no radio, and only once a year had we anything approaching a serious distraction when the Elster Grime Opera Co. gave a fortnight’s opera at the only theatre30 then existing in Galway’.31 It was a university where students came to work, not to socialise, and, in the case of the Anderson siblings, they did so under the watchful eye of their father. With the entire academic and student bodies privy to their every action, there was little scope for spirited behaviour.

Anderson’s elder sister, Elsie, had already completed the first year of a BA in Modern Languages at what was by then University College, Galway, when Emily formally began her studies in 1907. Just as her younger sister was to do, Elsie (who is listed on the college calendars by her given name, Elizabeth) had quickly established herself as a very bright student. She won scholarships in the first, second and third years of her degree, and won prizes each year in French and German.32

By the time the 1911 census was taken,33 Emily was twenty, still living with her parents, and was within a few months of graduating with a BA in Modern Languages. Her brother Alexander was away at boarding school in Dublin at that time, and her only other sibling living at home was her younger sister, Helen, then aged nine. The Andersons no longer employed a governess, but still employed a cook and parlourmaid. It is likely that her elder sister Elsie had moved abroad to continue her language studies in Germany or France, as Emily intended to do, as she doesn’t appear in the census.34

Emily Anderson held the Browne scholarship35 in both 1909 and 1910, and graduated with a first-class honours degree in 1911. Significantly in her case, the examiners recommended that the words ‘with special distinction’ be added to the first-class honours in French and German in the BA Degree Examination, on the grounds that ‘her answering was considered to be of quite exceptional merit’.36 Professor and Mrs Anderson had every reason to be proud of their tall, auburn-haired daughter, and every reason to expect that she would continue to distinguish herself in her postgraduate studies, and in whatever career she chose to pursue thereafter. They were not to be disappointed.




2

Berlin and Marburg

With an excellent degree and impeccable academic record, Emily Anderson, with the approval of her parents, determined to further her education and undertake postgraduate studies abroad. The decision was likely not taken on purely academic grounds. Small and friendly as University College Galway may have been, it must also have been somewhat stifling for a twenty-year-old woman like Anderson. As Anderson spoke perfect German, she began her studies at the University of Berlin in the late summer of 1911. The Friedrich Wilhelm University1 had, since its foundation in 1809, acquired an excellent reputation based on its academic standards, but also its ethos. The founding concept of the university, as envisaged by Wilhelm von Humboldt, resulted in its being given the title ‘Mother of all modern universities’. Von Humboldt had envisaged a ‘Universitas litterarum’, which would achieve a unity of teaching and research, and provide students with an all-round humanist education. Given her love of languages, music and literature, Anderson thrived there, and her time in Berlin engendered a lifelong love of the city, to which she returned frequently in later years in the course of her Beethoven research.

The sheer scale of Berlin, with its population of some two million, was in stark contrast to the provincial city she had left behind. The expressionist painter Ernst Ludwig Kircher can be said to have captured something of the vibrancy, glamour and splendour of pre-war Berlin, depicting ladies in grand hats parading arm in arm on the elegant boulevards. The largest hotel in Europe, Berlin’s Hotel Excelsior, had 600 rooms and hosted international stars such as Charlie Chaplin, as well as the Kaiser himself, who held ‘gentlemen’s evenings’ there. It was a city of electricity and light – ‘Elektropolis’, Berliners called it – with tramways, underground railways, concert halls and cafés.2 Anderson spent two years in Berlin, returning to her home in Galway in the summer of 1912, before travelling back to Germany, via England, in early September 1912.3

In 1913, after spending another year in Berlin, she moved 470 kilometres south-west to take up yet further studies at the university of Marburg. In contrast to the bohemian metropolis of Berlin, Marburg at the time had a population of 26,000, of whom 2,500 studied at the university. Built on the slopes of a hill and overlooking the River Lahn, many of the town’s inhabitants still wore the colourful regional costume, the tracht.4 Marburg was:


picturesque in precisely the ways that a German university town should be picturesque: shadowed and dominated by a castle on the hilltop above it, the skyline broken by the twin towers of a Gothic church, its streets narrow, twisting, broken by sudden vistas, numerous tiny gardens, and gabled wooden houses.5



There were also numerous lively cafés, where students went to drink, laugh and argue. The Russian writer Boris Pasternak studied at Marburg in 1912, and described how the university was lit up ‘operatically, on the top of the hill’.6 As a languages scholar and Presbyterian, Marburg was an obvious choice for Anderson. Established in 1527 during the Reformation, it is the oldest university in the world that was founded as a Protestant institution, and had an international reputation in humanities subjects. There was a significant cohort of international students attending the university in the years preceding the First World War – during Anderson’s time there, a fellow student was the poet T. S. Eliot.7 Within a few weeks of Eliot’s arrival in July 1914, however, studies were interrupted when Germany declared war on Russia on 1 August. Three days later, England declared war on Germany. Eliot’s course was cancelled and he found himself stranded in Germany; ‘after two weeks in seclusion at the university [he] left Marburg for the relative safety of London’.8 He was not alone. Once war broke out, most international students fled Germany, including Emily Anderson. An interesting Galway perspective on events in Marburg in the weeks and days preceding and following the outbreak of war comes from a thirty-one-year-old teacher, P. J. Webb. Webb was principal of the Galway Technical School,9 and had been in Germany from early July to the end of August 1914. In Berlin, he noted the city was ‘unperturbed by the gathering clouds; he then proceeded to Dresden, where ‘the excitement had increased and the war fever was in its first flush’. Webb continued his tour by train and, after ‘travelling all night with men going to join their regiments’, he arrived at Marburg, a place where, as recounted in a later interview for his local newspaper, ‘he had friends’. One of those friends was very likely Emily Anderson; Webb would have known her father well, given their respective positions at Galway’s two major educational institutions. Webb’s time in Marburg was anything but pleasant. He spent ten days there, under police surveillance at all times, his American Express traveller’s cheques no longer recognised and only ten shillings to his name. Intriguingly, he recounted when interviewed by a journalist from his local newspaper that ‘a friendly American lent him ten pounds’ and that with this, he ‘made his dash from Marburg to Hanover’.10

Webb’s dramatic account was published in a local newspaper, the Connacht Tribune, and must have terrified Anderson’s family. As a woman, and a fluent German speaker, Anderson is likely to have had an easier time dealing with German officials and the military than Webb, but her forced departure from Germany, via the port of Hamburg, must nonetheless have been stressful. Anderson arrived in Southampton in late August 1914. She made her way to London and arranged passage back to Ireland.

The joy of Anderson’s parents following her safe return to Galway in mid-September 1914 was tempered by the fact that their only son, Alexander, then aged twenty, had enlisted and was preparing to join his regiment in England. Alexander had been an undergraduate at University College, Galway, and was a bright, conscientious student, winning both Literary and Mathematics entrance scholarships in his first year, 1912–13, and a Faculty of Arts scholarship in his second year. He transferred to the Science faculty for the academic term 1914–15, but enlisted before completing his degree.11 Like many of his contemporaries, he was gripped with war enthusiasm and determined to play his part in the ‘great adventure’, a war that everyone was confident ‘would be over by Christmas’. Unsurprisingly, as a town loyal to the Crown, with a large army barracks – home to the famous Connaught Rangers – located on the outskirts of the city, ‘the town of Galway went recruiting mad’.12 Recruitment rallies took place throughout the city and county, and Professor Anderson, a committed supporter of the war, encouraged students to enlist. Emily Anderson’s one-time fellow student, Professor Mary Donovan O’Sullivan, headed up the city’s Women’s Recruitment League.

Emily’s brother enlisted on 11 September 1914 and was assigned to the Royal Regiment of Hussars (19th Hussars). He did not seek a commission, and enlisted as a private.13 He immediately made his way to England, where he joined his regiment in Bristol. Shortly thereafter, Private Anderson was ‘discharged for the purpose of being appointed to a commission’ on 31 October 1914, when he joined the 4th Battalion Connaught Rangers. He was sent to France with his regiment, quickly promoted to lieutenant, and seconded for service with the Trench Mortar Batteries. On Christmas Day 1915, Galway newspapers reported that Lieutenant Anderson had been ‘sent to the firing line on the west front’.14 Within a few months, however, on 1 April 1916, he was granted a temporary commission in the Royal Flying Corps, becoming ‘Flying Officer A. Anderson of the 22nd squadron Royal Flying Corps’, an air reconnaissance unit then based at Bertangles (Amiens).

With her brother having enlisted, her father occupied with running the university and her mother also engaged in war-related works, for Emily Anderson the question of what she would do for the duration of the war must have been at the forefront of her mind. In the short term, she was employed as an assistant to Professor Steinberger in the department of Romance Languages at University College, Galway, but there was very little assisting for her to do. With so many of the male students having enlisted, and many young women committing to the war effort by training as nurses or pursuing involvement with other war work, student numbers at the university plummeted. With insufficient work to keep her gainfully occupied, Anderson became bored and frustrated. Having lived abroad for three years, it is also unlikely that returning to live with her parents in the president’s residence was an enticing prospect. Now aged twenty-three, and with no likelihood of a significant academic position opening up at University College, Galway in the foreseeable future, she sought employment elsewhere.

It is unclear how Anderson came to hear about the post of Modern Languages Mistress at Queen’s College, Barbados, although it may have been advertised in the British or Irish press or professional publications. The school had been established in Bridgetown, Barbados, in 1883 as a result of an Education Commission report, which determined that Barbados required a first-class school for girls similar to the top educational institutions that existed in Britain. Over time, the school grew in size and reputation, and by the time Anderson applied for the position there, Queen’s College was firmly established as the most prestigious girls’ boarding school in Barbados. The quality of its teaching was recognised in the awarding of prizes for its students in competitions open to students from throughout the British Empire.15 Anderson’s application was successful, and having formally been offered the position, she arranged her passage to Barbados.

Committing to work in a far-flung part of the Empire, particularly in a time of war, was a brave decision, and Anderson’s motivation in choosing to do so must be examined. A desire to live independently was certainly a significant part of what motivated her – apart from a brief period in the 1950s, Anderson chose to live alone for all of her adult life. If, as seems likely, her long-term intention at that point was to carve out a career in academia, teaching experience in a good school was absolutely essential. The Barbadian climate would also have been a great improvement on the cold, damp west of Ireland, and this may also have influenced her decision.

Regardless of what had motivated the move, Anderson made her way to England, and boarded the Panama in Liverpool on 22 April 1915. The ship set sail for the port of Valparaíso, Chile, that same day. On the passenger list, Anderson (who travelled first class) listed her occupation as ‘Teacher’. After a journey of over 4,000 miles, she finally arrived at Bridgetown to begin her teaching career.
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