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All quotes in this book are taken from personal accounts—written journals, statements made to survivors or rescuers, interviews given to reporters, recordings made for museums or documentaries, or interviews with the author. Where possible I have checked quotes with others who were present for a conversation. Not surprisingly, I have found that writings, recordings, and statements made in 1940 hold up better to scrutiny than recollections shared six decades on. Where I attribute thoughts to any individual, the source is an interview with the author or statements made by that individual in writing or to other survivors.


A full list of all interviews and other source material appears at the end of the book.




PREFACE
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Bohdan’s Story


I first heard the story on a Christmas Eve sometime during the late 1970s, at the New York apartment where Wigilia, the Polish Christmas Eve dinner, had been celebrated in my family for as long as I could remember. My father was Polish, born in Warsaw in 1920, and my mother Norwegian—Oslo, 1925—and when I was a child my Christmas holidays were divided roughly between Norway and the apartment in lower Manhattan where my father’s cousins lived.


The patriarch of the New York family was my father’s uncle Bohdan, and he could make several claims to his place at the head of the Wigilia table. He was the oldest living Nagorski, for one thing; his birthday happened to fall on December 24, for another; and he was a warm and charming man, funny and above all a superb raconteur. By the time I came to know Bohdan, he was a hunched figure, slow-moving and almost completely deaf—the gesture I came to associate with him was a hand cupped over an ear as he leaned close, watching the lips of whoever was speaking. He was a frail man by then, but his wit and warmth shone through.


“It isn’t fair,” he would say to me. “You are growing like a tree—and I am only getting smaller and smaller!”


The annual Christmas Eve highlight was Bohdan’s poem, verse that he composed and which he would recite without notes sometime between the main dish and dessert. It was his survey of the year, essentially, a collection of musings, and it was invariably interrupted by laughter—real laughter, not the polite or sympathetic kind. Bohdan delivered his poem in Polish, the language of the Wigilia, and my mother and I would struggle to grasp the essence, helped by my father, or a cousin, with the translation. But we never missed the twinkle in Bohdan’s eye, or the delight etched on faces around the table. These were unmistakable.


It was on one such evening, in the din of cross-table conversation, that I picked up what seemed a remarkable phrase, the punch line to a story.


“The obituary was written …,” Bohdan’s wife, Zosia, was saying, waving a hand in the air. “Imagine—I was reading about the death of my husband, in a newspaper. And look—he is sitting here now, all these years later!”


Fragments of the story followed: Bohdan had been a passenger on a ship sunk by a German submarine during the Second World War, and then a passenger in one of the ship’s lifeboats. Logic and reports from the scene had made it clear: He was lost in the North Atlantic, starved or drowned, hundreds of miles from land. London press dispatches described a harrowing night and the following day’s rescue of only a few dozen frostbitten souls. Bohdan Nagorski had not been among them. At the time he was forty-nine years old.


“She had no faith!” Bohdan cried, smiling at his wife. More laughter echoed around the Wigilia table.


“Bohdan, Bohdan,” Zosia said, sounding exasperated. “Of course I had faith. You know I had faith.”


She shook her head, laughing softly. She had heard Bohdan’s story many, many times.


But for those of us who hadn’t, it was easy to understand why Zosia, or anyone waiting for the ship’s lost passengers, might have abandoned faith that September, all those years ago. The story came to me in patchy fashion, snippets tossed across the dinner table. It was fascinating to imagine my great-uncle drifting in a lifeboat, or sitting later in some London apartment, reading his own death notice. But I was young, a teenager, and I suppose my curiosity fizzled.


One evening in the summer of 2001, my wife and I enjoyed a dinner with Bohdan’s daughters—they had been young girls in 1940, waiting in Montreal for their father’s ship to arrive. We sat on the terrace of their home in Hampton Bays, New York, and talked about Bohdan and Zosia, about the older generation generally, and the talk drifted to stories about the war. It was during dinner that the story of the SS City of Benares resurfaced, this time absent the frenetic atmosphere of Christmas Eve, and this time I was a journalist with a fairly intense curiosity about the war and about this astonishing story that unfolded, Barbara and Christine Nagorski telling it in greater scope and with much richer detail.


It was enough to keep me awake for a while that night, enough to send me on something of a mission to learn more: to find the people who had shared in Bohdan’s miracle—the children in particular—to uncover the accounts not only of his fellow passengers but of his rescuers, as well as the men on board the submarine that had fired the deadly torpedo. Enough, in short, to produce this book.


Because it was, by any measure, an almost unbelievable story.




 






The story we are about to hear is one of great horror. But it is also one of remarkable courage and endurance. Of fortitude in the face of danger. Of hope in the face of despair. And it is that which we celebrate today.


—Reverend John Foulds


Memorial service commemorating the fiftieth
anniversary of the attack on the SS City of Benares
September 17, 1990
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BOOK ONE
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THE YOUNG AMBASSADORS




CHAPTER 1


[image: images]


“We’ve Been Hit!”


Beth Cummings sat upright, lifted suddenly from sleep, and not sure why. It was dark, black-night dark, nothing stirring in her small cabin, and she was wide awake.


A bad dream, perhaps. But then she felt the ship shudder. Rough seas, Beth thought. Very rough seas.


She felt for the light switch. The light wouldn’t come on.


An alarm sounded nearby. She heard groans and rustling, someone in the adjoining cabin. That might be her friend Bess, up and about. Maybe she knew what was happening.


Beth Cummings stepped gingerly from her bed into a gathering pool of water.


BESS WALDER HAD NEVER BEEN a sound sleeper. She was in the top bunk next door. The jolt woke her instantly.


That’s a torpedo! she thought.


She heard another bang, felt the floor shake, then a sound like a closet full of glass, things rattling and breaking inside. Bess came down the ladder and called to the girl in the lower bunk.


“C’mon! Get out!”


The girl shivered under her blanket. She didn’t want to go.


Bess Walder was fifteen years old. Beth Cummings was fourteen.


• • •


FRED STEELS WAS ELEVEN, AND in his cabin there was chaos. The room shook, glass shattered, an armoire crashed, and when Steels tried to leave his bed he found himself trapped. Heavy planks of wood had fallen, making a misshapen X just inches above his body.


Parts of the bunk had collapsed, right on top of him.


Steels, a strong and stocky child, pushed up at the wood. Good thing there’s nobody in my top bunk, he thought. One of Steels’ cabinmates was crying for his glasses. Alarm bells rang. He heard nothing from the third boy in the cabin, an eleven-year-old named Paul Shearing. He sleeps through anything.


Steels worked at the wood, nudged a fat piece up, away from his face. I can do it, he thought. I can get out. He shoved another plank aside.


Then Fred Steels realized he was soaking wet.


It’s blood, he thought, but then he felt a soft spray coming from the washbasin. Water, not blood. The pipes had burst.


Suddenly Steels understood what had happened. “We’ve been hit!” he cried, trying to rouse his cabinmates. The two other boys shifted in their bunks, still fuzzy-headed.


“Come on, then!”


Finally Steels was free, squirming through a narrow space he had made between the wood planks and the side of his bed. He pulled on his bulky life jacket and felt for his shoes in the dark. There they are.


He tried to find his suitcase, then realized there was no point in carrying anything to the ship’s deck. Water shot from the basin. Steels’ life jacket was getting wet.


Paul Shearing was up now. He had found his life jacket, and a coat his mother had bought for her son’s journey. Then, searching for his shoes, Shearing felt a jab in his foot.


“Oww!”


Steels spun around. “What’s happened?”


Shearing winced. He had cut his heel on a piece of glass. “It’s all right.”


He stepped carefully in the water, feeling a sharp sting in his foot. After a while he found a pair of sandals. The third boy in the cabin had found his glasses.


They fumbled about in this way, and then, perhaps two minutes after the initial jolt, the three boys shuffled out the cabin door and along an already-crowded hallway.


Bess Walder and Beth Cummings were making their way somewhere behind them. Together they were among the youngest, and arguably the most important, passengers on board the British liner SS City of Benares.


THE BENARES CARRIED 215 CREW and 191 passengers, including 90 boys and girls who were pioneers in a program designed to spirit British children to safer shores. These young evacuees had been chosen from the country’s most vulnerable communities, from households particularly battered by the German bombardment. It was a bold and controversial experiment, involving thousands of children. They were sailing for Canada, away from war, and they had no idea how long they would be gone.


It was mid-September, 1940. World War II was one year old.


For several days the mood on board the Benares had been cheerful, almost festive. They had left home and family, to be sure, but they had also bid farewell to air raids and rations, put behind them what one of the boys called the “everyday horror” of the German Blitzkrieg. Adolf Hitler’s air force had pummeled Liverpool in the days before the Benares set sail from that same port; the children and their escorts had watched the bombs as they fell. Now their home was an eleven-thousand-ton luxury liner, clean and elegant, comfortable and richly stocked. Onboard meals were feasts—heaping buffets of meat and chicken, fresh fruit in large baskets, limitless ice cream for dessert—served by Indian waiters in bright blue and white uniforms. The ship’s decks were a virtual playing field, the playroom a huge and colorful space where imaginations might run, and memories of war recede.


Jack Keeley, an eight-year-old from Brixton, told his little sister, Joyce, “We’ve gone from one world to another.” Indeed they had. The ship’s older passengers relished the calm and opulence, unheard-of commodities in wartime England. All manner of terror and deprivation had disappeared.


MARY CORNISH WAS A PIANIST and music teacher from London, one of ten children’s escorts traveling on the City of Benares. She was forty-one years old. On the night of September 17, Cornish had tucked in her charges—fifteen girls aged six to thirteen—at about eight o’clock. After dinner, she and two of the other escorts had chatted over coffee in the lounge. At perhaps half past nine, they had decided to take a stroll on deck.


It had been a rough day on the water. Now a steady rain blew across the deck, but every so often the women could make out the moon, nearly full, fat clouds drifting past. The women sang songs, gazed out at the water, and compared notes.


They had been at sea for four days. Seasickness had come and passed for many of the girls in their care. Homesickness, too. Now the mood and camaraderie were first-rate, they agreed, children and escorts smitten by the thrill of the journey. In five days they would land at Montreal.


Mary Cornish was relaxed and happy when she left her fellow escorts and descended the stairs to the main deck. She was a few steps from her cabin when she felt a sharp thud and heard the sounds of smashing glass.


The passageway went dark. She stumbled, feeling for a hallway railing. Some faint light showed itself in the distance, illuminating the bulkheads. The path ahead was cluttered with debris. It was also filling rapidly with water.


The torpedo had struck port side, one deck below. It had detonated directly beneath the children’s bathrooms.


My girls are down there, Mary Cornish said to herself, peering into the blackness. I must get to the girls.


BOHDAN NAGORSKI HAD BEEN WALKING on deck, too, and he was still there when the Benares shook, at three minutes past ten. To Nagorski the sound was like the report of a revolver, fired close to the ear. But that was a fleeting impression; in fact he knew almost immediately what had happened.


Three Royal Navy vessels had flanked the City of Benares as she moved into the Atlantic, precisely because British commanders understood the risks associated with the journey. Hitler’s submarines had torpedoed more than three hundred vessels in the previous four months. Two weeks earlier the SS Volendam had been hit, carrying 320 children from the evacuation program. But the Volendam had been struck close to shore; all her children had survived.


The Benares had sailed for four days and nights without incident. By the time her naval escort turned about, on the morning of September 17, the ship was nearly five hundred miles northwest of Liverpool. Royal Navy officers supervising the escort—as well as the Benares’ crew and passengers—had believed their liner was safe, far from the prowling U-boats, and beyond the theater of war.


It was just before ten o’clock at night on the seventeenth when Nagorski took his after-dinner stroll with his friend and compatriot Zygmunt Gralinski, a Polish diplomat. Two other passengers joined them—the British parliamentarian James Baldwin-Webb and an Indian medical student who was traveling to the United States for postgraduate research. The men were examples of an eclectic passenger list, reflecting what the historian Ralph Barker called “a colorful mixture of the cosmopolitan, intellectual and the persecuted.” Bohdan Nagorski was a bit of each—a port engineer and shipping executive who had been made a refugee by the war. For a half hour or so they talked about Canada, and they discussed the situation in Poland. At about a minute after ten, Gralinski said he was tired. Nagorski suggested it might be wise to spend the night on deck; if a torpedo struck, he said with a smile, better to be here—closer to the lifeboats, fully dressed, and wide awake.


His remark had been meant as a joke. Gralinski chuckled, Baldwin-Webb bade them good night, and then came the crash. The force of it shook the deck. In a matter of seconds the four men were separated.


Nagorski righted himself and searched for his friend. In these first moments, as the Benares listed slightly and the rain turned hard and icy, he felt strangely calm. I need to get to a lifeboat, he said to himself. And I should get some of my things.


But as he made his way below deck, he also imagined that this would be the last night of his life. In the last year alone Bohdan Nagorski had fled the German bombardment of Poland, traveling “in a railway carriage or motorcar or a peasant’s cart.” He had escaped Nazi-occupied France and survived the opening salvos of the London blitz. Now Nagorski stood in his cabin, studying the little room in an almost disinterested way, wondering what belongings were worth carrying to the lifeboat station. He had made similar calculations before—gathering possessions in his home in Gdynia, on the Baltic Sea, stuffing a small suitcase in Bordeaux.


After a quick survey, Nagorski took his coat and homburg hat and a diplomatic pouch, leaving a trunk and that same small suitcase behind.


All the while the thought beat in his mind like a drum: I am going to die. I will lose my life, somewhere in these waters.


NOT FAR FROM THE City of Benares, the submarine Unterseeboot 48—U-48, for short—cut through the water, just below the surface. Several of her crewmen had gathered to celebrate their latest achievement.


U-48 had already distinguished herself as a fearsome piece in Hitler’s maritime arsenal, and in time this submarine would achieve unparalleled successes for Nazi Germany. Her commander was Heinrich Bleichrodt, a hard-drinking thirty-year-old who had taken the reins only a few days earlier. U-48 had left L’Orient, in Nazi-occupied France, on September 8. For Bleich-rodt the mission would mark the beginning of a storied career. Eventually U-48’s commander would win Germany’s prized Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves, for leading a crew that sank more enemy vessels than any other submarine during World War II.


Bleichrodt had spotted the slow-moving shapes of Convoy OB213 in the early afternoon of September 17. Under his orders, U-48 had tailed the City of Benares in a zigzag pattern for nearly ten hours.


In Heinrich Bleichrodt’s mind there was no question that the Benares was fair game. She was leading a convoy, she had gunners positioned at either end, and she was a large liner, an inviting target at a time when U-boat achievements were measured by the tonnage of ships destroyed.


These were arguments the Germans would make years later, when they stood in the dock at Nuremberg, charged with crimes against humanity for attacks including the one on the SS City of Benares. For now U-48’s men were jubilant. “A success,” Bleichrodt said simply. Through U-48’s conning tower they could see that the liner was sinking by the stern and listing badly. Some of her lifeboats had already begun their descent. Bleichrodt knew they had struck a particularly stinging blow that night in the North Atlantic.


THE EXPLOSION HAD TORN INTO the Benares’ side, throwing children from their bunks and crushing furniture and equipment over a wide swath of the ship. Lights flickered, dimmed, and went dark; water cascaded into the ship’s interior from burst pipes and from the Atlantic itself. Within minutes several people on board the Benares were dead.


Mary Cornish kept looking for “her girls.” After a frantic quarter hour she found some of them, only to miss her own lifeboat’s launch. At an officer’s order, she went instead to a boat jammed with men, and six of the evacuee boys. All right, then, she thought, I shall care for these children instead. It comforted her somewhat; if she was here, perhaps the boys’ escort was in another lifeboat, tending to her girls. The boat went down on the command of an officer, teetering for a moment and then landing with a splash.


Two of the boys in her boat were Fred Steels and Paul Shearing. They had lost contact with their cabinmate, the boy with the glasses. Now, teeth chattering, Steels took hold of the boat’s Fleming gear mounted between the seats, small iron levers that propelled the boat forward. Steels tugged hard, helping the men pull clear of the hulking liner. An adventure, he thought. If Mum and Dad could see me …


Mary Cornish huddled close to another boy, rubbing his shoulders.


“I’m freezing, ma’am,” he said.


She could hardly hear the boy over the roar of the sea.


Bodies passed, bobbing on the water. Cornish looked away and massaged the boy’s feet.


“Don’t worry,” she told him. “It’s only a torpedo.”


OTHER LIFEBOATS DANGLED VIOLENTLY FROM their davits. Fred Steels had watched as one of them—crowded with people—cracked against the ship’s side, hurling its occupants into the water.


The Polish diplomat Zygmunt Gralinski stepped down a rope ladder into a lifeboat that was swamped at precisely the moment it touched the water. He fell into the cold sea.


Baldwin-Webb, the British MP, stayed on deck longer than most other passengers, helping women and children board the lifeboats. Suddenly he found himself alone at the ship’s railing, gazing down at the water. He had missed his chance; the lifeboats had all been lowered. People beckoned from below, some forty feet down.


Baldwin-Webb hesitated. Then he stepped to the edge and jumped. He landed on his stomach, hitting the water with a sickening slap.


The teenagers Bess Walder and Beth Cummings reached their lifeboat—Lifeboat number 5—but the boat took on water almost immediately. After a wild struggle on the waves, it was upended. Bess and Beth were thrown into the sea. The girls spent a harrowing few minutes slashing and crawling to stay above water, and somehow they both found their lifeboat. It was upside down.


Bess Walder swam to the boat, and there she saw Beth, barely, through the sea spray and the rain. Beyond that Bess could see only hands—a row of wrists and knuckles curled over the opposite side. Perhaps a dozen people were clinging desperately to the keel of Lifeboat 5.


“Beth!” Bess cried out. “Hang on!”


In the tumult of the storm and waves, the two girls languished there, ice-cold, holding on, crying out and no one able to hear them. They tried desperately to elevate themselves, to keep their bodies above the water. Every few minutes a flare shot up in the distance. Beth Cummings watched as a pair of hands on the keel lost their grip and slipped away.


A fresh, fiercer storm broke over the scene, and the winds reached gale force. At about half past ten the waters were illuminated suddenly, splashed by a powerful searchlight.


“Rescue!” came the cry from one of the lifeboats. A smattering of cheers went up on the waves. But almost as suddenly the light was gone, having swung an arc around the site and then dipped below the water level. Darkness returned.


The shivering, dying refugees of the Benares never knew it, but the searchlight belonged to Unterseeboot 48. Captain Heinrich Bleichrodt had passed close by on a reconnaissance mission, a visit to the scene of his crime. He could see, from that fleeting look, that no more torpedoes were needed.


THE CITY OF BENARES SLIPPED into the sea.


U-48 sped away, to the east.


Three hundred miles away, the warship HMS Hurricane made a horseshoe turn.


Hurricane’s senior officer, Lieutenant Commander Hugh Crofton Simms, had read a decoded message from the Office of Western Approaches, the Royal Navy’s station near Liverpool that monitored maritime activity in the North Atlantic. A civilian liner had been hit.


“Proceed with utmost dispatch to position 56.43 N, 21.15 W, where survivors are reported in boats.”


Immediately Simms set a fast course for the search area, racing the Hurricane through increasingly rough and dangerous seas. His crew was excited, but the seas raged, and the ride became as turbulent as any they had known. Hugh Crofton Simms doubted he would reach the scene in time to be of help.


IN LIFEBOAT NUMBER 12, BOHDAN Nagorski thought of war, of all the times he had considered life and family, and loss. For the moment at least he believed he had cheated death once more. He had a seat in a lifeboat, a warm coat draped across his knees and over the frame of a cold boy at his side. They had pulled those Fleming handles hard, away from the doomed liner. There were forty-six people crammed in this boat, six more than it was meant to hold. The group was quiet and showing no signs of panic. Presumably a rescue vessel would find them.


But as the storm rose, and the awful cries of the dying filled the night, Nagorski said to himself, We will not make it. We will not last until morning.


Lifeboat 12 was drifting in a particularly unforgiving patch of the Atlantic, six hundred miles from land and three hundred miles from the nearest warship. Nothing in this hellish scene at position 56.43 N, 21.15 W suggested that any of these people would live.


IT WAS THE WORST MARITIME disaster of the war to date. Entire families were wiped out. Businessmen, diplomats, and professors were lost. So were scores of crewmembers and evacuee children.


But the fact was that the City of Benares—while an immediate and powerful symbol of tragedy and the horror of war—would also prove herself a mother of miracles in the waters where she went down. Mind-bending examples of courage, endurance, and good fortune took shape in the hours and days that followed the attack—the children in particular exhibiting what one naval officer later called “courage beyond praise.”


Sudden, almost imperceptible shifts in fortune were to determine who survived and who perished: the choice of the port-side lifeboat; a delay in reaching the embarkation deck; a foot massage offered by an adult escort to one of the children; or a cheerful talk administered by a child to a failing elderly passenger. Mother Nature played her role. So did bravery. So did patience and discipline, stoicism and keen minds.


But it was chance, more than anything, that dictated who would live.




CHAPTER 2
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The Young Ambassadors


On the night of September 9, 1940, in the London neighborhood of Brixton, Eddie Grimmond heard the rumble of planes before his wife did, before the children had stirred. By the time the air raid sirens screamed, he had roused the entire family, which was no small achievement. He and Hannah Grimmond had eleven children, six boys and five girls. Soon Hannah and all the children were bustling about the cramped two-story home, pulling on coats and shoes and walking down Lilford Road to the neighborhood bomb shelter. They made a ragged picture, mother and father and a group of sleepy, scarcely clad boys and girls.


When they arrived at the shelter, roughly thirty-five neighbors were already there.


“Getting tired of this, Hannah,” Eddie Grimmond told his wife.


The German Blitzkrieg—literally, “lightning war”—was in its third night, and already it was an uncompromising, ferocious aerial assault on targets across England. The Luftwaffe had opened its barrage as darkness fell on September 7, sending more than three hundred bombers and six hundred fighter planes to carry out the most savage attacks of the war to date. The Germans dropped hundreds of bombs on London that first night, torching docks along the Thames, killing 448 civilians and rescue workers and wounding some 1300 others. Thousands more were left homeless.


London power stations and factories were hit, and many of the bombs had been strapped to oil drums, so that their damage would be multiplied by firestorms on impact. Flames lit the night sky, and all along the docks the “smells of empire” rose in the air, as barges and storage houses filled with rum, pepper, and rubber burned through the night.


It would come to be known as “Black Saturday.” From that night on, Londoners by the hundreds of thousands took to basements, bomb shelters, and metro stations, girding for the next strike from the air.


Eddie Grimmond believed the blitz would be short-lived, that British Spitfires and Hawker Hurricanes would soon repulse the Luftwaffe. He was also convinced that the family’s frequent visits to the fortified shelter were a waste of time. Worse, they were a concession to Nazi terror, emboldening the enemy while each rush down the road filled his children with fear. His youngest was three, the eldest eighteen. Eddie Grimmond would have preferred they sleep in their own beds, forgo the shelter, and take their chances.


That night the whoosh of an approaching bomb seemed particularly close. The shudder and reverberations of impact followed, tremors felt below ground. Some of the children screamed.


When the all-clear came, the sun was lifting over Brixton. The Grimmond family walked quietly back to Lilford Road. They were startled by what they found. A bomb had crushed their home, leaving a small mountain of rubble atop their modest possessions. Nearly everything the Grimmonds owned had been broken, buried, or burned, including five suitcases that had been packed with clothes and lined near the door, one each for Augusta, Constance, Edward, Leonard, and Violet Grimmond. These five were to travel to Canada in less than a week as part of a large-scale evacuation of British children.


“They can’t possibly go now,” Hannah Grimmond said to her husband. “Not without their things.”


Eddie Grimmond was stone-faced and silent. They could all have been killed, he knew. Had they taken their chances, as he had suggested, and slept in their own beds, they would probably have been buried under all that rubble.


He moved about his ruined home, a rage building slowly. Grimmond had been bitterly opposed to the idea of sending his children away. It was a form of surrender, he thought, precisely what the Germans were hoping for. But within hours, after a long morning spent surveying the destruction, he had changed his mind. The children must leave London. As much as he hated the idea, he did not want them to hear one more siren or one more bomb whistling from the sky, everyone guessing where and when the crash would come.


Eddie Grimmond had already lived one odyssey of war, a life’s worth of violence and romance. He had been a machine-gunner in World War I, a teenager in the trenches in northern France and prisoner of the Germans in the months before the armistice. He had seen his best friend killed, and upon his return from the front he had befriended and later married the friend’s widow, Hannah, taking on her child and ultimately fathering ten more. On the morning of September 10, 1940, Eddie Grimmond told his wife that the bombing would only get worse. “I know the Germans,” he said. The children would have to go, suitcases or no.


Hannah Grimmond was still reluctant. That night they withdrew once more to the shelter, this time because it was the only place to sleep. They talked well into the night about the choice they faced. All eleven children lay nearby on a long, neat row of mattresses. However horrible the war became, Hannah Grimmond wondered, was it not better for a family to endure together? Was it not unfair to dispatch only five of the eleven children to safety—simply because they were the right age for the evacuation program—and leave the rest in London? Could any family survive such a rupture?


That night it was quieter—heavy cloud cover slowed the Luftwaffe—although Buckingham Palace was damaged slightly by a German bomb. By the following afternoon Eddie and Hannah Grimmond had made their decision. The children would go to Canada.


They told Augusta, the thirteen-year-old, that she would have to act as a “little mother” to the others.


ACROSS ENGLAND THAT SUMMER, IN household after household, parents had faced the same wrenching choice. In London, government billboards showed pitiful images of children, forlorn faces staring up at fretful-looking mothers. “The children deserve a better life,” one of the notices said. “Mothers, send them out of London.”


To some parents the decision came easily; a battlefield was no place for a child, and by that first fortnight in September, no one doubted that England would be a battlefield—or at least a bombing target—for some time. The blitz had made a ferocious debut; a land invasion was considered imminent. Hitler’s Reich appeared unstoppable. The evacuation program offered a ticket to freedom, and safety. It was reasonable to think that evacuation might also mean the difference between life and death.


But the idea was attacked on two fronts. Some saw it as unpatriotic. Certainly Winston Churchill did. The new prime minister detested the idea. He believed the mass departure of children would soften the national backbone and damage public morale. Worse, he thought, the enemy would see it as a sign of weakness. This was precisely the moment, Churchill argued, “when all must brace themselves for the supreme struggle.” Churchill was already immensely popular, and powerful. His opinion on such matters held obvious weight.


For mothers and fathers, there were more personal considerations. Was it not paramount to preserve a family, as Hannah Grimmond had suggested? How could parents in good conscience deliver their children to strangers, half a world away? What if the war were to last several years? An eight-year-old girl, say, might be a teenager before she and her parents were together again. A fifteen-year-old boy might return as a young man. So much would be missed. And of course such calculations assumed that parents and children would survive the war; it was also possible that they would never see one another again.


For countless parents—indeed for many people who had no children, but joined the debate nonetheless—the choice was as the author Elspeth Huxley described it: “Security for the young and helpless was measured against the scars which flight from danger might have upon their minds, and against the bereavement which parents would suffer with their children gone.” These sons and daughters of England would either be safe in some faraway land, or home with family under bombardment and a possible German occupation.


Bernard and Rosina Walder had considered the choice for months. They lived in Kentish Town, in North London, with their son, Louis, ten, and a fifteen-year-old daughter named Bess. No bombs had fallen on their street, but war had already touched the family in many ways.


Bernard Walder was a caretaker for the Rhyl Street School, a modest position with a notable perk: a three-story home across the street from the school. From the stone wall of that home, Bess Walder had watched firemen run drills in the school playground. London taxis were parked there, serving as makeshift fire trucks, carrying part-time workers who had been pressed into service as volunteer firefighters. On the first mornings of the blitz, the all-clear would sound, Bess and her family would return from the school’s bomb shelter, and soon after Bess would see the fire crews returning home, the men’s faces blackened from a night spent fighting blazes on the docks.


The family spent an afternoon filling sandbags and hauling them up against the sides of the house. Town workmen came one day and stripped the railings from a fence in front of the Walders’ home; these were to be melted down for scrap metal. Bess helped tape windows so they would not shatter during an air raid, and her parents kept rugs near the front door, ready to seal the vents against a gas attack.


Bess was an intelligent and curious girl, and throughout the summer of 1940 she had heard loud and occasionally rough language in her home, whenever neighbors and friends came to talk politics. Her father had been a committed pacifist since World War I. The “Great War” had instilled in him a revulsion for all armed conflict and a profound fear of the consequences war might impose on his family.


But Bernard Walder had also read Mein Kampf, and he had followed the news from Berlin about Hitler’s Reich. He was convinced that the Führer intended to destroy Britain. He explained these things to Bess—even read her passages from Mein Kampf. Bess Walder noticed that when her parents and their friends spoke the word “Nazi,” it was spat derisively, with a venom she had rarely heard.


One morning Bernard Walder watched as his daughter chatted with the young firemen across the way. It was a sweet scene, in some ways, his daughter and these brave young Englishmen, but it stirred other feelings. Why should they stay here and watch a hell unfold around them? In truth he hated the idea of sending Bess and Louis away, but if the Germans were coming and a safe haven were offered, how could he say no? What sense was there in keeping children in London if the city risked becoming an inferno?


“Look what’s happening now,” he told his wife. “What kind of life have we brought our children?”


Together Bernard and Rosina Walder decided they should apply to send Bess and Louis away.


IT HAD BEEN A SEASON of almost unrelenting pessimism. In May alone, Holland had fallen to the Nazis, Belgium had capitulated, and on Britain’s Empire Day, May 24, King George VI had broadcast a chilling message to the nation. “Let no one be mistaken,” the king warned. “It is no mere territorial conquest that our enemies are seeking. It is the overthrow, complete and final, of this empire and everything for which it stands, and after that the conquest of the world.” The British Ministry of Information began circulating leaflets under the heading “If the Invader Comes: What to Do and How to Do It.” The small print drew on examples from the Polish, Dutch, and Belgian experiences.


It was in this atmosphere that the British government fashioned a program to send children to the so-called British dominions—Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and South Africa. A parliamentary committee established earlier that year had outlined two basic aims for any evacuation program: greater safety for the children and a better future for the country. The latter would be achieved, first, by reducing the national burden of feeding so many children, and then by safeguarding these boys and girls who would presumably be the men and women of postwar Great Britain.


The man nominated to lead the program, a member of Parliament named Geoffrey Shakespeare, was initially opposed to the idea. Shakespeare was forty-seven, a career politician and part-time journalist. As a young man he had been private secretary to Prime Minister Lloyd George. He worked diligently to plan an evacuation scheme, but essentially he agreed with Churchill and with those parents who saw evacuation as a kind of betrayal. If the nation was in peril, this thinking went, the better response would be to stand up to the enemy. Several members of Parliament argued that mass evacuation would sow panic and be taken outside Britain as proof that the nation was preparing for defeat. The point was articulated clearly in a letter to the Times of London written by the headmaster of Winchester College:






How can we with any consistency continue to speak of training in citizenship and in leadership while at the same time we arrange for them … to leave the post of danger? Families should face the danger together; the nation should face the danger together.








But support grew quickly for the evacuation program, in part because it was cast in the public discussion as a question of fairness. Thousands of children were already being spirited privately to English country estates, and hundreds more to other countries by families who could afford to arrange such passage on their own. London dailies ran pictures of upper-tier children posing happily on elegant manors in Quebec and New York’s Long Island. In a memorandum prepared for the war cabinet, Geoffrey Shakespeare warned that “if children are stopped from going under government auspices, while other children can freely proceed overseas at the expense of their parents, there is bound to be a strong feeling that there is a discrimination in favour of the privileged classes.” Why, as one writer put it, should “the son of the rich sleep in security in New York’s gay lighted towers … while the son of a poor man dozes in crowded shelters below our dangerous cities, menaced by the bomber’s drone?”


It was a reasonable question. Something had to be done.


On June 17, Winston Churchill acquiesced. Or—more likely—he missed the chance to voice his opposition. That day Shakespeare presented his report to the cabinet, meeting in the War Rooms at Westminster. It included his plan for a Children’s Overseas Reception Board, or CORB, to safeguard the young boys and girls of Great Britain.


Churchill recorded several dissenting views. First he argued that ships carrying the evacuees would be vulnerable, and that it would be difficult to draft warships as escorts, given how thinly stretched the Royal Navy already found itself. These points were incontrovertible. Then he repeated the argument about evacuation and Britain’s global image. He wished no ill to the children of England, Churchill assured his cabinet, but he asked them to consider the question: What signal would a large-scale evacuation send to the nation, to the enemy, and to the rest of the world?


It was during this discussion that a messenger arrived with a note for the prime minister. According to the minutes of the meeting, “At this point … a message was brought in reporting that the French troops had ceased fire at 12:40.” France was capitulating. The German Army had marched into Paris three days earlier. Now Britain’s ally just across the English Channel was under Hitler’s thumb.


The historian Martin Gilbert has said that after the news about Paris, Churchill left the cabinet meeting and was never “fully apprised of what it was he had agreed to.” Indeed, while minutes from the June 17 meetings show that Shakespeare’s report was endorsed that day, they also suggest that in the end the discussion had been overwhelmed, understandably, by the news from Paris.


It is almost certain that had Churchill devoted more time and attention to the CORB proposals, he would have formally rejected them. Later he would inveigh against the whole idea with characteristic bluntness, arguing in opposition to “any stampede from this country at the present time.”


But by then a stampede of sorts was already under way.


On June 18, the cabinet established the CORB, “for the care, supervision, and education of the children … until the war is over.” The CORB would select the evacuees, match them with families in the “dominions” who had volunteered to act as hosts, book passage on commercial liners, and then monitor the children—albeit from a great distance. It would prove a huge logistical endeavor. Candidates were to be at least five years old and not yet sixteen. They would be “young ambassadors” for Britain, Geoffrey Shakespeare said, representing their country with honor abroad. No parents or other relatives would be permitted to go along; in some cases parents were not even aware until embarkation where precisely their child was going. Adult escorts would be hired, one for every fifteen children. The ships—and their precious cargo—would enjoy the protection of the Royal Navy. “The transport of the children in safety,” Shakespeare said, “was the crux of the whole matter.”


Asked how he would counsel parents who faced the difficult question of whether to send their children on the CORB ships, Shakespeare said, “This is advice I cannot give.” But Shakespeare did feel it necessary to issue a public warning to parents, via the British Broadcasting Corporation:






You have to weigh the danger to which your child is exposed in this country, whether by invasion or air raids, against the risks to which every ship that leaves these shores is subjected in wartime by enemy action … The risks of the voyage are obvious and the choice is one for which you alone are responsible.








The warnings made no mention of submarines. They did not need to. There were probably no parents—and only a few children—who remained unaware of the risks.


HITLER’S U-BOATS HAD BEEN VERY active that summer, patrolling the English Channel and the northeast Atlantic, “always suspected, always unseen.” Between June and early September, the fleet of these fast and deadly submarines had sunk 351 ships—an average of more than three per day—and crippled dozens more. More than one million tons of allied shipping had already been destroyed. The fall of France had given Nazi Germany the Bay of Biscay, and with it a submarine base far closer to British shores.


The role of the U-boat in the German war plan had grown steadily since the onset of war. In late 1939 Hitler had decreed that merchant ships communicating by wireless could be intercepted; the order was soon amended to include all vessels. Standing Order 154 directed U-boat commanders to “rescue no one and take no one aboard … Care only for your own boat and strive to achieve the next success as soon as possible! We must be hard in this war.”


Hard they would be. In August 1940, Hitler authorized a total naval blockade of the British Isles; the U-boat would be his principal tool of enforcement. Now all U-boat commanders had unequivocal instructions: They were to attack any vessel deemed to be violating the blockade, and to do so without warning.


For all the dangers, and all the debate within individual households, the response to the evacuation program was swift and staggering. On June 20, the CORB opened its doors in an annex of the Thomas Cook and Sons Travel Agency in London’s Berkeley Street. The halls were soon jammed with parents; nearly three thousand more people waited outside. By the first week in July, there were 210,000 applications for some 20,000 places. The first evacuee ships were scheduled to sail in late July, but for the moment they would come nowhere near to meeting the demand. On July 4, the CORB temporarily shut its applications office.


Watching these developments, Winston Churchill returned to the debate. On July 18, he said that it was






most undesirable that anything in the nature of a large-scale exodus from this country should take place, and I do not believe the military situation requires or justifies such a proceeding, having regard to the relative dangers of staying and going.








The dangers inherent in “staying” were magnified by Hitler’s latest pronouncement, given in an address to the Reichstag, which was really an ultimatum to Great Britain. Hitler called the speech his “Final Appeal to Reason”:






A great empire will be destroyed, an empire which it was never my intention to destroy or even to harm … I consider myself in a position to make this appeal since I am not the vanquished begging favors, but the victor speaking in the name of reason.








The threat to Great Britain could not have been more stark or plainly stated. As for the potential dangers of “going,” a fresh reminder came in the final days of summer.


On August 29, the Dutch liner SS Volendam left Liverpool carrying 606 passengers, 320 of them children traveling under the CORB program, the largest single contingent of evacuee children to date. On her second day out, the Volendam was struck by a U-boat’s torpedo at a little before midnight, seventy miles off Ireland’s Donegal Coast. The ship and her passengers were fortunate; all eighteen lifeboats were deployed successfully, the seas were calm, and there was, according to the ship’s captain, “no panic whatsoever.” Later that same night the Volendam survivors were picked up by the tanker Valdemosa. The sole casualty resulted when the ship’s purser was crushed in a fall between his lifeboat and the Volendam herself. The SS Volendam and every one of her child passengers survived.


The episode might have served as a cautionary tale, frightening some would-be evacuees or their families, but before the attack on the Volendam could leave any real impression, something else did: the opening night of the blitz, one week later. Britons were confronted with newspaper accounts of “rows of lifeless children in the hospital morgue.” Photographs amplified the impact.


The press reports and images pushed many families to the same decision: They would send their sons and daughters away, if provided the chance.


On Monday, September 9, the families of nearly one hundred more children received the news they had been waiting for:






I am directed by the Children’s Overseas Reception Board to inform you that your preliminary application in connection with this scheme has been considered and they have decided that (child/children) (is/are) suitable for being sent …








Wartime regulations meant that precise details—the ship’s name, embarkation port, or even day of departure—could not be given. But parents were told to expect a CORB representative at their home within the next twenty-four hours, and they were informed that their children would leave England before week’s end.


THE ENVELOPE WAS MARKED “on His Majesty’s Service” and addressed to Bernard and Rosina Walder. It fell to Rosina Walder to tell the children. She thought it would be the most difficult thing she had ever done. A dread came over her as she poured morning tea in the kitchen.


Bess saw her mother’s hand trembling. Then came the question.


“How would the two of you like to go to Canada?”


Louis and Bess looked at each other. Smiles spread slowly across their faces.


“Wonderful,” Bess said after a few moments. “When can we go?”


Bess had some vague ideas about Canada—the Rockies and rolling wheat fields, a place where food was plentiful and the skies blissfully free of bombers. As far as Bess knew, Canada was not in the enemy’s sights. Louis Walder was a weaker, less outgoing child; he had suffered frequent colds and showed little interest in leaving England. When the news came, Louis had a simpler perspective: He believed he would see cowboys and Indians in Canada.


Their mother was relieved. The children had taken the news so well! Then she felt a pang of sorrow. Almost too well, she thought.


That Wednesday, September 11, Bess and Louis were taken to London’s Euston Station. There the children would meet an appointed adult escort and the train to Liverpool.


It was a gray, rain-flecked morning. Hundreds of people milled at the station, waiting for the same train. Bess and Louis saw other boys and girls with their parents, soldiers with wives or girlfriends, vendors hawking snacks and sweets. Conductors bellowed. Whistles blew. All along the platform there were cries and hugs and long farewells.


Rosina Walder fought back tears, barely. “You grow up and be a good girl,” she told her daughter. “And don’t forget: You must look after that young man.”


Bess promised she would. She embraced her mother, then her father. Then she and Louis turned away and boarded the train.


The two children settled in one of the rear cars with a woman from the evacuation program. As the train pulled away, Bess Walder avoided looking out the window, holding her brother’s hand tightly. We’ve left all the crying parents behind, she thought.


Neither child cried—but for much of the ride Bess thought of what her mother had said. Grow up and be a good girl …


What exactly did that mean? “Grow up”? What had her mother had in mind?


Bess Walder believed that leaving England was for the best, and she was thrilled to be going to another country. She and Louis were very lucky—she knew that much. But what had her mother meant? Was she really to “grow up” in Canada? And care for her brother for all that time?


How long would she and Louis be gone?




CHAPTER 3


[image: images]


The City of Benares


Ken Sparks could not believe this was the ship.


She’s enormous, he said to himself. The liner stretched more than a football field’s length down the dock, her decks rising higher than the boy could see. She’s rich-looking, Sparks thought. And she’s here for us.


Sparks was thirteen, an eager, effervescent child from Wembley who had made war reporting a kind of hobby. He had collected shrapnel shards after air raids, and read everything he could about warplanes and warships and about the Royal Navy’s engagements with Hitler’s submarines. He had peppered family and teachers with questions about the war, about Hitler himself, and about the British defenses. But until this bright afternoon Ken Sparks had never actually seen a warship, or a liner, or for that matter any craft larger than the paddle steamers that ferried Londoners along the Thames.


Now Ken Sparks was staring up at the SS City of Benares.


“Magnificent,” Sparks said to Derek Capel, a boy waiting in line behind him. “And she’s waiting for us.”


Derek Capel was twelve, and he had never seen anything like it either. In magazines, maybe. He moved slowly in the queue, holding his little brother Alan’s hand.


“That’ll be our home now, Alan,” Derek said. “We’ll be living on this thing for a while.”


“Gosh!” Alan Capel said. He was five years old.


The children formed orderly lines along the dock, though they were almost bursting with energy and excitement. Some of them jumped in place. When the time came, they bounded up the gangway, forty-six boys and forty-four girls, many craning their necks for a better look. Onlookers cheered and waved from the port and from the Duchess of Atholl, a liner moored in the adjacent berth. Hardly any of the children had ever been on board a ship; few had ever laid eyes on Liverpool Bay, much less the Atlantic Ocean.


The children’s escort, Mary Cornish, thought she had never seen such a fine and happy procession, and it made her proud. The afternoon was crisp and cool, a breeze lifting smoke from the ship’s stacks and carrying salt air over the port. Cornish noticed the smells—not just the sea salt but the rough port odors of tar and rope, and freshly scrubbed decks. Tensions she had felt—worries over the children’s mood, their health, and her own jitters about the journey—eased as she drank in the dockside scene. She felt the rush of adventure, a keener sense that what they were doing was good, and right.


Just look, she thought. Look at the smiles …


CLUTCHING SMALL SUITCASES AND WEARING identification tags around their necks, ninety children bade farewell to their families that week at bus depots and train stations across Great Britain. They came from Wales in the west, Sunderland in the north, from cities along the southern coast, and from the grittier neighborhoods in and around London. They were sons and daughters of miners and policemen and factory workers, children of blue-collar, bomb-ravaged communities. Their circumstances and backgrounds were in no small measure their tickets out of the country.


None had known rougher times than the five sons and daughters of Eddie and Hannah Grimmond. Much of the CORB procedural work had been rushed or waived entirely for the Grimmond children once word came that their home had been leveled. On September 11, Eddie Grimmond brought Augusta, Constance, Edward, Leonard, and Violet—none of whom had been able to bathe since the bombing two nights before—to Euston Station. A train took them west from there to Sherwood’s Lane School, in the Fazackerlay district of Liverpool. Sherwood’s Lane would be a place for orientation and last-minute checks, a chance for the children to get to know one another and their adult escorts.


Rosemary Spencer-Davies took that same train to Liverpool. She would be the oldest in the CORB group, a highly independent fifteen-year-old traveling from Brixton with her younger brother, John. Rosemary made a fast impression at Fazackerlay as one of the more mature and sophisticated of the young evacuees. She was tall and slender, with brown eyes and long brown pigtails, and she was already an accomplished writer and painter. She read to the other children and helped bathe the youngest girls, many of whom mistook Rosemary for one of the adult escorts. A Sherwood’s Lane schoolmistress thought Rosemary Spencer-Davies had the gift “of winning almost instantly the respect of those who met her.” She was planning to pursue studies as an artist in Canada.


Like the Grimmond children, Rosemary and John Spencer-Davies had come to Liverpool after considerable debate at home. Throughout the summer their mother had insisted the children stay in England; their father had countered that Rosemary, at least, should leave before she turned sixteen, the cutoff age for the CORB program. Soon, he reminded his wife, their daughter’s chance would expire.


As was the case in many of these family disputes, the father was in favor of evacuation, the mother against—and the father often won the argument. The letter inviting the Spencer-Davies children was delayed in the mail; only a frantic, last-minute effort brought John and Rosemary to Liverpool.


Eleven-year-old Paul Shearing had actually encouraged his parents to let him go. Shearing was a slight, self-conscious boy from Bournemouth, and he felt ambivalent at best about his childhood. He had been teased at school, and occasionally at home as well. His shy nature and fair curly hair had provoked occasional cruelty from older boys. “Well, Pauline, when’s your mommy coming …” Walking in his neighborhood of Moordown, Paul Shearing had kept quiet, too shy to speak to schoolmates or shopkeepers he saw along the way. Even before the blitz, Shearing had wanted to be somewhere else, and he had told his parents so. Canada, he thought, sounded delightful.


Terrence Holmes had begged to go, too, not because he wanted to leave home and certainly not because he wished to see Canada. He didn’t know a thing about Canada. What Terrence Holmes wanted was to sail the Atlantic. He loved ships, and the sea, though he had scarcely seen either as a child growing up in Wembley. Terrence was ten years old. In the days before he left home, he spent hours at a desk in his room, sketching all manner of liners and warships for his parents.


There were twenty-three sets of siblings in the group that met at Fazackerlay. Jack and Joyce Keeley, at eight and six respectively, were among the youngest. Their father, a veteran of both World War I and the Boer War, had wanted desperately to send his children away from this war. Jack Keeley romped happily over the Sherwood’s Lane grounds in a brand-new pair of boots his parents had bought for the journey. Rex Thorne, a thirteen-year-old from Wembley, was traveling with his ten-year-old sister, Marion. Rex carried an idyllic picture in his mind of a farm in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, where he and Marion were to wait out the war. The names—“Saskatoon,” “Saskatchewan”—conjured images of Indians and wilderness. It never occurred to Rex Thorne that his sojourn would amount to anything more than a few weeks or months. Surely the war would be over by then.


Robert and John Baker, twelve and seven, were headed all the way to Vancouver, British Columbia. John Baker was a restless child, and to him the voyage loomed like a dream, almost too wondrous to imagine. They were going on a kind of holiday, he and Robert and all these other boys and girls, to places none of them knew, in a land utterly unaffected by the war. Robert, or Bobby as his brother called him, was a more sober boy. It would fall to him to watch over his little brother, to be sure that little Johnny didn’t run off when no one was looking.


Eleven of the ninety children had come from Sunderland, near the Scottish border. Nine-year-old Billy Short spoke a Scottish brogue so strong that some of the other boys had difficulty understanding him. Billy and his brother, Peter, five, had never been to London, or Liverpool, or for that matter to any place more than a short drive from their home. Their family had always vacationed within a small radius of Sunderland; the borderlands there were really the only places Billy and Peter Short knew. Eleanor Wright was thirteen, eldest of the Sunderland children. She had corresponded for months with a pen pal on Prince Edward Island, her ultimate destination.


Wright’s schoolteacher, a Miss Gills, had given a last-minute talk to the Sunderland evacuees.


“We want no tears or fuss,” Gills admonished. When the time came for farewells, the evacuees were to remember that they were “British to the backbone.” Parents were asked by teachers and CORB representatives to stand at a distance as their children boarded the train for Liverpool. This way, presumably, any “tears or fuss” might be minimized. Peg Steels had anguished over the decision, and when the time came to bid farewell to her son, Fred, she cried and held the boy tight. Leaving his mother, Fred Steels thought, was “like trying to get away from an octopus.” For the most part, the children took the farewells better than their parents.


Elizabeth Capel had brought sons Derek and Alan by train to London, and then by taxi across the city to Euston Station. Once there, in the noisy crowd, she felt the need to remind herself that what she was doing was right. In the Capel family, there had been little doubt about the decision to send Derek and Alan away; they believed the boys would benefit not only from an absence of danger but also from a stable education and a “start in life” that now appeared unattainable in England. For the Capels there was another consideration: There was Jewish blood on Mr. Capel’s mother’s side of the family. Still, Elizabeth Capel found it wrenching to see her boys in the train car windows. She winced at the conductor’s last call for Liverpool.


In a strange way, parents were helped by the knowledge that the blitz was getting worse, the bombings more frequent and ferocious. More and more children were listed among the casualties. A German invasion seemed a certainty now. Bernard and Rosina Walder, sad as they were to watch their son and daughter board the Liverpool train, were grateful for the escorts and the CORB program, and for the chance to spirit Bess and Louis to safety. “We’ve done the best for them,” Rosina Walder told her husband. “Even if it breaks our heart.” Still, many mothers and fathers remained wracked with guilt after the trains pulled away, and they returned to homes that felt changed and empty. The parents fretted over a single, basic question: Had they done the right thing?


THE CHILDREN SPENT TWO DAYS and nights at the Sherwood’s Lane School. They slept in a pair of cottages, on blankets arrayed in neat rows. In each cottage forty-five children and their escorts shared spaces meant for twenty-eight. “We are like seeds in a pod,” one boy wrote home.


Here the children met and came to know their escorts: three men, three women, a supervisor, a reserve escort, a doctor, and a nurse. Together they were charged with caring for the evacuee boys and girls until they reached Canada. The escorts were educators and artists, health-care professionals and ministers. Though all were volunteers, the group had faced fierce competition; several thousand people had applied for the chance to chaperone the evacuees to Canada.


The lead or supervising escort was Marjorie Day, fifty-two-year-old headmistress of the Wycombe Abbey School in Buckinghamshire, one of England’s finest schools for girls. The women in charge of the three groups of girls were Maud Hillman, forty-four, a preschool teacher; Sybil Gilliat-Smith, twenty-five, a painter and art teacher who was sailing to Canada to rejoin her husband; and Mary Cornish, forty-one, a classical pianist who had been teaching music for twenty years. The reserve was a teacher and part-time London ambulance driver named Lillian Towns, a mother of two originally from New Zealand and a last-minute addition to the group.


The doctor and nurse were both women. Dr. Betty Margaret Zeal, thirty, was on leave from Hammersmith Hospital, where she had specialized in child psychiatry. The nurse was a twenty-eight-year-old named Dorothy Smith.


As for the men, two were ordained ministers, and the third a minister-in-waiting. Reverend William King was a twenty-eight-year-old Canadian Protestant who had run religious education programs for boys in his native Ontario. Father Roderick O’Sullivan, thirty-two, a Roman Catholic from Herne Bay, England, had lived and taught for a decade in France before fleeing the Nazi occupation in July, via boat from St. Jean de Luz to England. Rory O’Sullivan, as he was called, belonged to the Order of St. Francis deSales, and he had applied for a chaplaincy in the Royal Navy. While O’Sullivan waited, he would escort fifteen English boys to Canada.


The youngest and most eccentric of the escorts was a strapping young scholar and athlete from Hampstead named Michael Rennie. Rennie was charismatic and strikingly handsome, the son of a vicar and descendant of the celebrated Scottish engineer John Rennie, whose design credits had included the blueprints for London Bridge. Michael Rennie was only twenty-three, but he was already something of a Renaissance figure. He had gone to Oxford to study engineering, in the footsteps of his famous ancestor, only to grow disillusioned and prepare instead for the priesthood. In 1940 Rennie had completed his degree studies at Oxford’s Keble College with distinction, managing along the way to train as a sea scout, build and race cars, and star at rugby.


Michael Rennie was due to begin his divinity studies at Westcott House, Cambridge, in October. The escort job would be a kind of sabbatical—another adventure for an adventurous young man.


Beyond adventure, these men and women were united in the belief that what they were doing was right, and that it was important. They considered the work a form of national service.


THE GERMANS POUNDED LIVERPOOL DURING the two nights the children spent at Sherwood’s Lane. The school was roughly two miles from the nearest strikes, but air raid sirens rang in the cottages. Many children had been too excited about the journey to sleep; now nearly all of them were awakened by the alarms and rushed to shelters. An antiaircraft battery near the school fired round after round, a pop-pop-pop heard through the night. Whatever anxieties the children had felt about leaving home were now displaced by fresh fears: Why had they left—if only to sleep in one more dangerous bed? Would they ever make it to Liverpool port? When, if ever, would they actually set sail?


On their first morning together, Paul Shearing and Derek Capel used “free time” to gather bits of shrapnel in the school courtyard. Metal fragments dotted the grounds, the detritus of a night’s worth of firing from the antiaircraft guns.


Shearing found himself enthusiastic and unafraid. Neither the sudden separation from family nor the trip itself had fazed him. Already he had made new friends. Soon he would be in Canada.


Derek and Alan Capel had spent most of their childhood in Hanworth, near the old London Air Park, and for as long as Derek could remember he had loved airplanes, loved to read about them and to build model planes, and of course to see the real things, parked in rows at the airfield. Once the war began, Derek Capel had spent long afternoons watching the skies for German Stukas, imagining himself a kind of early warning lookout for his country. He had seen oil bombs land near Hanworth. Once, his father had found an unexploded bomb in their front garden.


Like many English boys, Derek Capel had a shrapnel collection at home, a small pile of metal kept near his bed. His parents had struggled to convince him not to stuff all that metal in his suitcase when he left for Liverpool.


On his first morning at Fazackerlay, Derek Capel found a large chunk of shrapnel and carried it back to the dining hall. He made a present of the gray metal to his little brother, who pocketed the gift and ran happily to the other younger boys.


“Souvenir!” Alan Capel cried.


Derek Capel believed it would bring them good luck.


Michael Brooker of Kent and Liverpool’s Patricia Allen spent a good part of those days trying to comfort anxious children. Young though they were—ten and twelve respectively—theirs were voices of experience. Brooker and Allen were the only children in the group who could call themselves veterans of the evacuation program. “Second-chancers,” someone said. They had been passengers aboard the SS Volendam, the ship torpedoed less than two weeks earlier. The other Volendam children had been returned to their homes, but Brooker and Allen came back to learn that their homes had been badly damaged in a Luftwaffe raid and their families were living in shelters. So Michael Brooker and Patricia Allen were sent instead to Sherwood’s Lane, listed as “priority candidates” for the next available passage.


Many children needed comforting. Jack Keeley’s little sister, Joyce, a six-year-old from Brixton, was homesick and wanted to leave. The Sherwood’s Lane headmistress, Margaret Abraham, tried to soothe the girl.


“Look at your brother!” Abraham cried. Eight-year-old Jack was busy running with other boys in the school courtyard. “You look at him. You’ll be happy as that soon enough.”


Seven-year-old John Snoad detested Sherwood’s Lane, ached for his parents from the moment he arrived, and dreaded the prospect of the Atlantic crossing. The heavy Luftwaffe strafing only made him more depressed and frightened. Snoad screamed at the wail of the air raid sirens, and again as bombs landed in the distance. It did not help that he and his cottage mates could also hear—or feel—the occasional rat skittering across the schoolhouse floors.


“You’ll have luxury at sea,” Headmistress Abraham told Snoad, but he did not believe her. Snoad passed two fitful, largely sleepless nights at the school, contracted a deep asthmatic cold, and in the last minute was deemed unfit for travel. He returned, sick but relieved, to his family in London.


Other children had last-minute reasons to stay behind. Sunderland sisters Violet and Marion Gustard, eleven and nine, were preparing to leave when Violet saw her mother sewing name tags into their clothes and was overcome with dread. She cried and clutched her mother’s dress, pleading to be kept home. After a half hour her mother relented, holding them both back. Violet’s sister, Marion, was furious; she had been keen to go. At the same station, Dorothy Wood’s little brother, Lenny, fell ill—“broke out in spots” just as they were to board the bus for Liverpool. Wood’s parents suggested that both children wait for the next departure, when they might be “shipshape,” as their father put it. But Dorothy Wood was wildly excited about the trip, and she “made a scene” at the bus station. Within the hour she was kissing her brother good-bye, waving brightly to her parents, and marching toward the bus.


SOME OF THE CHILDREN MADE fast, close friends during those forty-eight hours at Fazackerlay. Derek Capel and Billy Short were three years apart, from opposite ends of the country, but they both had younger brothers to watch and both loved carousing on the school grounds. Bess Walder found a friend in Beth Cummings, the fourteen-year-old from Liverpool. Beth had lost her father when she was four; he had been killed in a train derailment. She had two older brothers, one in the British Army and the other in training to be a naval gunner. Beth’s mother, Anne Cummings, had wanted to keep at least one child at home—but more than that she was desperate to keep at least one child alive. It was a terrible choice, but once she learned that the CORB children would have Royal Navy warships guarding them in the Atlantic, Anne Cummings became convinced her daughter would be safer as an evacuee than she would be at home.


A woman from the CORB came for Beth Cummings at eleven in the morning of September 10. Beth gave her mother a quick hug and kiss and walked with the woman down the street. She turned to wave; Anne Cummings waved back. That was that.


At Sherwood’s Lane Bess and Beth “larked about,” singing loudly and trading stories about the war and about their families. Mostly they imagined the trip ahead. How big would the ship be? What would they be fed? What might they do for fun? And what on earth would Canada look like? Both girls were destined ultimately for Toronto; neither knew much about what that city might hold in store.
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