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1. THE DEPARTURE

THE CLARK family lived in a house in South London. They thought it was a nice house, for in the 1930s, when this story happened, people were pleased with a lot less than they are today. There was a front parlour, a kitchen and two bedrooms; what was known as ‘The Privy’ was outside and shared with other families. There was no bath but a big tub in which they all had baths on Saturday nights. There was no water laid on to the house, but in the kitchen there was a pump that brought in water from the water butt, which stood outside the kitchen door. It was all wrong that they had no tap water, but their house, like all the others in the street, had been condemned for years, so it might have fallen to pieces for any trouble the landlord took with it. Fortunately the children’s father, whose name was Edward though he was always called ‘Nobby’, was very handy with tools and patched the house up, as best he could with no money, when anything went wrong.

Money – or rather the lack of it – was something that was always there. Nobody spoke about it more than they could help but it was like a dying mouse in a cupboard, you knew it was there but somehow it hurt less if you did not open the cupboard door to look. Many people were pitiably poor in the 1930s. ‘No point in grousing about it,’ was Nobby’s philosophy. Most Thursdays, for Thursday was the poorest day of the week – part-time pay was fetched on Fridays – Rosie, the children’s mother, would say, ‘Potato dinner again today. There’s one big potato each for you kids and the water they’re boiled in for your dad and me. Try to stop the boys saying anything about being hungry, Laura, it upsets your dad.’

There were three Clark children: Laura, who was nine when this story starts, Andy who was seven and Tim who was five. Laura was a pretty blue-eyed child so sometimes, especially on Saturdays, Rosie would send her to the shops because occasionally she could get little extras Rosie could not. Oh, the pride Laura felt when she could run home with a bone with real meat on it or, as had happened once, a gift of a sausage.

Nobby, who was a docker, was by nature a cheerful cock sparrow of a man so it took a lot to get him down.

‘There’s many worse off than us,’ he would point out when times were extra hard. ‘They say up in the north the workers are downright starving! And one thin’ we do ’ave what is worth more’n money any day, we got a ’appy ’ome.’ This was true for in the Clarks’ tumble-down house there was a lot of love.

Being poor, and even being hungry, was something you could get used to; but being afraid and having no one to talk to about it was something new and Laura could not get used to it. She had tried to talk to her mother the awful day when they were fitted with their gas masks, but she never explained properly. All her life Laura had been scared of being shut up and that was just what a gas mask did to her. It was clamped over your face and there you were with your head in a sort of prison.

It was a Saturday morning when Rosie took them all to the Town Hall.

‘Now we don’t want no creatin’,’ she said. ‘These masks what we’re to have are free, a present like.’

‘Why do we want ’em, Mum?’ Andy had asked.

Rosie had seemed to think about that.

‘It’s the Germans,’ she said. ‘If there was a war – which your dad says there won’t be – there could be stuff dropped which is bad to sniff up. Well, these masks what we’re to have, we’d wear then.’

Laura shivered.

‘Who’d tell us to put them on and when to take them off?’

Rosie had no idea but she was not going to admit it. She had heard her mother speak of men on bicycles warning the public of zeppelin raids in the Great War. Doubtless the same system would work for gas.

‘Men on bicycles,’ she said with false conviction, ‘ride up our street they will and call out to put the things on.’

‘And then come back and tell us to take them off?’ Laura asked.

‘Course,’ said Rosie with even more false conviction.

In the Town Hall, with dozens of other flustered mums with their families, the Clarks had followed the arrows which said ‘gas masks’. When they reached the gas mask room, they had found at one end long trestle tables behind which were sitting rows of men wearing blue boiler suits and hats made of tin with a W painted on the front. Behind them were great piles of cardboard boxes.

All the waiting families were formed into queues so as they moved forward they could see what was going on. Out of the boxes came things that were rather like Guy Fawkes masks but frightening. Even Andy, who was not easily frightened, turned red all down his neck when he saw them. The masks were made of black India rubber with a sticking-out round metal nose. For little children like Tim, who was only four at the time, there was another sort of mask made like Mickey Mouse. Laura thought the Mickey Mouse kind were worse than the black kind for Mickey Mouse was meant to be a friendly character. Now, turned into a mask and clamped over the small children’s faces, he became horrible and, forcing the little children to try on the masks for size, caused such screams they could be heard streets away.

When the Clark family reached the trestle table Rosie bent down to whisper to the children, ‘If there’s a peep out of one of you your dad will take his belt to you when he comes home.’ Dad never had taken his belt to any of them and the children knew it, but they would not have made a fuss even if Rosie had not added, ‘and there’ll be a sweet each for those who ’ave be’aved nice when we get outside.’

After the gas mask fittings were over the gas mask cases were slung on their tapes over the children’s shoulders. Most of the children felt they were rather smart.

‘Now,’ said the blue-boiler-suited man who had fitted them, ‘from this minute, whatever you are doing, you don’t leave the house without that box. Some time, you won’t never know when, I shall call at your school and say “gas masks on” and what do you think will happen to the boy or girl what has left theirs at ’ome or, worse still, lost it?’

‘You’ll take a strap to them,’ Andy suggested.

Rosie was bitterly ashamed.

‘Don’t talk so silly, Andy, no one hasn’t never taken a strap to you.’

The man gave Rosie an understanding smile.

‘No strap,’ he told Andy, ‘but the sharp edge of me tongue, and I wouldn’t wonder if the school didn’t make you write out fifty times “I must always carry my gas mask”.’

Where Rosie found the halfpenny for three sweets only she knew, but they did their work. Outside, chewing their sweets, marching down the road with gas mask boxes swinging, the fittings seemed like a bad dream. Even Laura cheered up. The gas masks were out of sight, perhaps they weren’t really in the boxes at all; there was no need to open them to see. Particularly she didn’t want Mum’s box opened, for when the man in the blue boiler suit had put Mum’s head in a mask it had been worse than anything, for instead of being Mum she had changed into the sort of creature that advertised horror films on the posters.

‘What would that man really do if I lost my gas mask?’ Andy asked.

Rosie laughed.

‘Put you in the Tower of London, shouldn’t wonder!’

After a time gas masks became so much a part of all children that, between examinations of them by the men who had fitted them, they were forgotten.

Even Laura stopped thinking about the horrible things. Dad was always saying they were a waste of the country’s money for they would never be needed, and Dad was nearly always right. It was other things that made Laura feel as though she had lumps of ice in her tummy. Secret things that were going on. They began with letters from the school to bring home to Mum and Dad. The letters were taken by Mum and put on the shelf in the kitchen for Dad when he came in. Whatever was in the letters it was never discussed before the children. But what could be in them? Laura knew it couldn’t be a complaint about her work for she was doing well, she often got a star on her compositions. And it wasn’t Andy; he was the opposite to herself, never shy of anybody and always said what he thought, but he didn’t do anything bad like hurting smaller boys, certainly nothing that would mean sending home a letter. Twice Laura was driven by fright to creeping down after she was supposed to be in bed to listen in to what her parents were saying. It was easy to hear for the door didn’t fit. The first time it was about carrier bags.

‘There’s no way by which I could raise money for suitcases,’ Laura heard her father say. ‘There’s nothing left to pawn and what sticks of furniture we got wouldn’t fetch nothin’ even if we could manage without ’em.’

Rosie seemed to be looking at the letter delivered to her that day by Laura.

‘It says those what haven’t got suitcases can use pillowcases. But I ’aven’t got those neither nor nothing I could cut up to make them. As you know, all them went months ago. All we got is blankets and not enough of them.’

Nobby knew about the blankets. Gently, for Rosie was proud and hated to parade her poverty, he said, ‘They do say carrier bags will do. And it may not be far. Why, it could be Brighton.’

Laura had to scuttle back to bed then for her father moved as if he might be going to open the door, but she lay awake a long time worrying. Why would they want carrier bags? And where was Brighton?

The other time was worse for Laura heard her mother crying, not just quiet tears but great sobs dragged out of her.

‘I’m sorry, Nobby,’ she gasped between the sobs, ‘but I can’t bear to let them go and that’s a fact.’

Laura shivered. Where were they going and why?

Dad seemed to be holding Mum for his voice was muffled as if he were speaking into her neck.

‘Give over, luv! I keep telling you there’s no need for you to stay. I’ll manage. You know it said on that first paper, “Mothers with children of school age or under could be evacuated”.’

That checked Rosie’s sobs.

‘Nobby Clark,’ she gasped, ‘if you think I’m leavin’ you alone ’ere while I go off you’ve another think comin’.’

Dad said, ‘You know what I told you. If it ’appens – and it still never may – it’s the Navy for me.’

‘I know,’ Rosie agreed. ‘And I told you, even if you went into the Navy, I was staying here. Our ’ome may not be much but it’s all we got and someone’s got to look after it, so when it’s over we can all be together again.’

Then suddenly there were no secrets any more. Everybody knew what was going to happen. That there was going to be a war and while it lasted, which probably wouldn’t be long, all children in danger areas like London were to be sent to the country. Then rehearsals started. The children had to come to school each with a suitcase, pillowcase or carrier bag. In it there was only to be what each child could carry, which in Tim’s case was very little indeed. They all, of course, had their gas mask boxes slung across their shoulders. On each child was pinned with a big safety pin a piece of paper with their name, address and the name of their school on it. Each child also had a stamped postcard addressed to their parents to be sent off directly they arrived giving their new addresses. These rehearsals happened several times and became a kind of game, for none of the children could imagine being sent away from their dads and mums.

Then on Friday, September the first, 1939, it happened. There was what the children supposed was yet another rehearsal, only this one was called much earlier in the morning than usual. On arrival at the school it was clear that this time it was for real. For one thing Dad and Mum came with them to the school. Then out of Dad’s pocket came presents: for Laura a tiny doll, for Andy a ball and for Tim a small duck to float in a bath. Small cheap toys, but all that Dad and Mum could afford. Almost no time was wasted that day. The children were formed into a straggling procession and even while they were giving their parents a last kiss they were marching off to the station. Few children cried for it didn’t seem real what was happening. Laura didn’t cry because she had Tim to drag along, he wanted to play with his duck. But if the children didn’t cry, some of the mothers, following behind all the way to the railway station, did.

At the station the children were divided into groups and put into trains. Going where?

Rosie, choking back her tears, managed to be heard by Laura as she called through the window, ‘Goodbye, kids. Don’t forget to post your address. And see you look after the boys, Laura. They’re in your charge now.’
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