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            FOREWORD

         

         The Rt Hon Sir John Major KG CH

         I have known Phil and Pauline Harris for nearly forty years. It is a remarkable partnership and, although this book is a record of his own life, Phil would be the first to acknowledge the pivotal role that Pauline has played in it.

         Phil Harris is an extraordinary man – yet modest. He does not forever remind people of his achievements, or his wealth, or his generosity to so many good causes. In his private life, he shares the everyday pleasures of most: his family, his friends, sport – pre-eminently football – and the ownership of fine showjumpers.

         There is nothing especially noteworthy about any of this. But what is remarkable is the drive, the commitment, the sheer bloody-mindedness – where necessary – to achieve all he has done. That truly is extraordinary.

         This book charts the rise from the modest circumstances of Phil’s youth, to business super-stardom, to riches, to influence, to a knighthood, to a peerage. The highs and lows of this journey are set out in these pages, together with his strong sense of public service – most especially in improving the Health Service, and the quality of education.

         The education of young people from backgrounds similar to Phil’s is, perhaps, his most long-standing and deeply felt passion.

         Phil has not forgotten from whence he came. Or what life at the bottom – with all its insecurities – is really like. He actively works to help young people who are not in a position to help themselves. 

         Many successful people care for the less advantaged, and will always dig deep when invited to do so. But Phil also takes it upon himself to pro-actively pursue plans to improve the education and life chances of young people. He has ploughed enormous time, energy and commitment – as well as money – into founding and funding the growing number of Harris Academies and, in doing so, has made a real and tangible difference. In fifty years’ time, there will be many successful – even eminent – men and women, who will owe their success to the education that Phil Harris made possible for them.

         This is the man at the heart of this book. It is a story that deserves to be told, not least so that it might inspire others to follow where Phil Harris has led.

      

   


   
      
         

            PREFACE

         

         The best thing you can be in life is lucky – and I’ve been very lucky. I was lucky with my parents and my family, blessed with my wife and my children and fortunate in business. Although I was born in the middle of a world war and grew up in a time of austerity and rationing, I wouldn’t change anything about my life.

         I was fortunate to inherit a small business started by my father in a stall in Peckham Market after the Second World War, just when the greatest consumer and house-building boom in Britain’s history was getting under way. The biggest sadness of my life was inheriting it many years before I should have done, after both my parents died of cancer. But my good fortune, which he would have been the first to appreciate, was that my father got me off to a great start. The timing, and the kind of retail business I took over at the age of sixteen, could not have been better for a young man setting out on his career.

         I had no great ambitions when I started: I just wanted to prove I could carry on with the business, which had just three shops, and make a living out of it. Then, when I had proved I could, I thought I might expand to ten shops, but when I got there, I just kept on going until eventually I controlled the biggest carpet retailing business in the land with 30 per cent of the market.

         I have been fortunate in many other ways too. I didn’t do well at school academically basically because I am dyslexic, but I was gifted with a good memory and a keen mathematical brain which can still compute with the speed of a calculator. I’ve never read a book, I can’t write a letter and I can barely read a speech. But I can read a balance sheet, dictate letters, and if I’ve got to give a speech I can do it. Dyslexics have a way of finding creative ways around their difficulty.

         At school, I was good at sport, which I have always loved, and I had an early taste of leadership when I was made school captain of both the cricket and football teams. I played tennis at Junior Wimbledon and I even nurtured ambitions to become a professional footballer for Arsenal, where I have been a life-long supporter through good and bad times (I became a director in 2005). I might have made the team if injury had not cut short a promising career. And thank goodness for that – another bit of good fortune to add to all the others.

         When I took over the linoleum shops, people used to say: ‘You’ll never be like your father’, which meant ‘You’ll never be as good as your father’. That made me even more determined to succeed, but in my own way. I admired my father greatly and I wanted to please him, but that didn’t mean I had to be like him – I am happy to be myself. My father was a decent, modest, hard-working man who I only discovered, long after he passed away, had a distinguished war record and had been awarded the Military Cross by Field Marshal Montgomery in 1945. He taught me a great deal in the few precious years we had together, particularly the responsibilities of leadership, as I shall describe later. For years after he died, I would say to myself: ‘What would Dad have thought? Would he be pleased?’ I still do that sometimes.

         Other people tell me I was born with an intuitive feel for retailing, a sense of knowing what a shop should look like and what will sell and what won’t. I think I probably do, but I can’t explain it or teach it to anyone. But building a business, any business, is as much about hard work as instinct and for many years I worked six days a week.

         I have learned some hard lessons in life too. I enjoyed thirty-one good years with my first company, Harris Carpets, which became Harris Queensway. When I listed it on the London Stock Exchange the shares soared and everyone loved me. Then we had one bad year, and the company was taken over. I learned then how fickle a place the City can be. Although I came out of it well financially, within two years that great company, with 6,000 employees, was bust. I know that if I could have hung in there it would still be around today.

         But time waits for no man and I started again and built another carpet company, this time even bigger and more successful. I called it Carpetright and it grew into a billion-pound company. I had twenty-four more good years as chairman but, approaching seventy, I decided I was too impatient for all the corporate governance and red tape that stifles entrepreneurs today. So, I stepped down and started a third one, Tapi Carpets, run by my son Martin, which at least for the moment we are keeping private.

         Although retailing made me a relatively wealthy man, I have taken on many other challenges which have given me great satisfaction and, I hope, contributed in some modest way to a world which has been so good to me. The best job I ever had (unpaid) was chairman of Guy’s and Lewisham Hospital Trust, which was to be the spearhead of Margaret Thatcher’s ambitious plans to reform the National Health Service, as urgent a task then as it is now. She asked me to take it on in 1990, just months before she lost office, and in the first two years we cut costs by 20 per cent, saving £20 million a year – and treated 60,000 more patients.

         Guy’s was a bold experiment, opposed every inch of the way by unions, the Labour Party and even some of the medical staff. But, with the help of some superb managers, we made it work and I think we found a significant way forward for the whole NHS that could have made a real difference. But nerves failed, politics intruded and the momentum – and the opportunity – was lost before we had a chance to prove it. That’s a great shame.

         My real passion in the second half of my life has been the Harris Federation of academy schools. In 1989, Margaret Thatcher and Kenneth Baker asked me to sponsor a failing comprehensive in Crystal Palace – Sylvan Grove School – which I transformed into one of the first City Technical Colleges (CTCs), the forerunner of the modern state academy school.

         When we started, the pass rate (five GCSEs including maths and English) was 9 per cent, discipline and attendance were terrible, and many of the kids that emerged were basically unemployable. Five years later, the pass rate was 57 per cent and we won the award for most improved school in the country, which we’ve won again since (the only school ever to do so). Today, the pass rate is over 90 per cent and in 2016, 126 out of 144 of our sixth-formers went to university, and even more in 2017. Last year there were 2,000 applicants for 180 places, making it one of the most popular schools in the country.

         The school in Crystal Palace may be my most important legacy, because it was the model for a chain of Harris schools and also led directly to the academy school, conceived by the Labour education minister Andrew Adonis and perfected by Michael Gove. These schools are all-ability state comprehensives that enjoy much more autonomy than they did under the local authorities, allowing head teachers to exercise their freedom to extraordinary effect. Academies have raised the whole level of education in Britain – and particularly in south London, which had the worst academic record and one of the highest crime rates in the country.

         In June 2014, I was astounded when I was shown an article in The Guardian entitled: ‘My hero: Lord Harris, the Conservative millionaire who is saving schools’. The author was Michael Gove, with whom I had worked closely when he was the Education Secretary.

         ‘Harris changed everything about these schools – except the intake,’ wrote Gove.

         
            He introduced all the characteristics of the type of school middle-class parents pay thousands of pounds for. In came uniforms, house systems, academic subjects, strict discipline and zero tolerance of truancy. He also ensured his schools were led by traditionalist teachers who refused to accept excuses for failure. The result has been miraculous.

         

         ‘What earns him hero status,’ he added, ‘is that this Conservative peer has done more to help working-class children than any Labour politician since Attlee and Bevan.’

         Every school day, 30,000 students now attend Harris academies, primary and secondary, mostly in south London. There are forty-four of them, of which twenty-two were in need of serious improvement when we took them on – basically failing schools. Today, twenty-three are rated as ‘outstanding’, the highest ranking available, eleven are ‘good’ and the others are waiting to be inspected by Ofsted. Two of our schools are rated ‘world class’, which is off even the Ofsted scale. And nearly half our sixth form school leavers go on to universities – and hopefully successful careers after that.

         Well before I became involved in schools, I was active in politics, not as a candidate or minister but as an adviser and supporter. My father voted Conservative all his life and so have I. In 1982, my friend Basil Feldman, a marvellous man and big fundraiser for the Tory Party, invited me to meet Mrs Thatcher in Downing Street, where she asked me to join one of her committees helping to advise the government on business. After that I saw her every couple of weeks, sometimes on my own, sometimes with her husband Denis, and my wife Pauline and I became regular guests at Chequers. The two jobs she gave me, Guy’s and schools, were at the cutting edge of her radical policies to reform the Health Service and the education system in her final years in No. 10. For some reason, which I could never explain, she liked to call me ‘Philly’, which no one else ever had. I came to love her and stayed in touch for the rest of her life, often visiting her in old age.

         I made many good friends in politics in those years, including Norman Tebbit, whom I also advised. I remember only too well visiting him at his sickbed after the IRA bomb in Brighton in 1984, which seriously injured him and left his wife Margaret paralysed. It was a really tough time for him, and when Jeffrey Sterling and Jonathan Aitken formed a little group to help Margaret, I happily supported it. I also got to know other senior party figures well too, including Chris Patten, Nigel Lawson, Kenneth Baker, Kenneth Clarke and Cecil Parkinson, but Norman has remained a special friend to this day.

         After he won the 1992 election, John Major, whom I first met at one of Mrs Thatcher’s lunches at Chequers, asked me to become treasurer of the Conservative Party. Its finances were in a terrible mess and it was on the brink of declaring itself bankrupt. It took a lot of doing, but, working with my co-treasurer Charles Hambro, we turned around the finances, raised £120 million and left the party in good shape.

         Margaret Thatcher gave me a knighthood in 1985 and John Major made me a peer in 1996 and I have been an active member of the House of Lords since, often speaking (these days I talk about schools and education, about which I have strong views) and spending many hours in the lobbies on crucial votes.

         One of the privileges of wealth is being able to give it away, and from the start Pauline and I decided we would donate 20 per cent of whatever we had to charitable causes, particularly relating to cancer. We raised the money for the first breast scanner in Britain, and, at Princess Diana’s request, Pauline and I supported Birthright, her favourite charity, dedicated to improving the health of women and babies (it is now called Wellbeing of Women). Thirty years later, when my friend Sir Victor Blank held a special dinner to acknowledge our contribution, we were so moved that we donated another £1 million to build our sixth Harris Birthright Centre.

         I have also been very lucky with the horses – not as a betting man, but as the owner or co-owner of some of the best showjumpers in the world. I desperately wanted David Broome to win an Olympic gold medal on one of them, but fate dictated otherwise, as I shall describe later. However, at the London Olympics in 2012, Scott Brash made up for it by winning team gold on Hello Sanctos, who we co-own with our friends Graham and Pauline Kirkham. What a moment that was.

         I have been privileged to be involved with some of the country’s most venerable and ancient institutions, including Westminster Abbey, where I donated three stained-glass windows to the abbey’s King Henry VII Chapel, arguably the most perfect medieval building in the country. Pauline and I are immortalised as penitents at the bottom right-hand corner where we will stay on our knees praying to the heavens for ever. The chapel also bears my coat of arms, which includes two rolls of carpet.

         The latest Harris Academy, Harris Westminster, a sixth form selective school a few minutes’ walk from the 1,000-year-old abbey, arose out of a conversation I had with the dean, Dr John Hall, and operates in association with the Westminster public school where the fees are £12,000 a term and on average 50 per cent of its pupils go to Oxbridge colleges. Our school is free and in time we hope to match Westminster’s academic record, providing a great opportunity for sixteen-year-olds, half of whom qualify for free school meals.

         Harris Manchester College, which I have endowed, is the last Oxford college to gain full university status. It is named after my father and the quadrangle contains a life-size bronze statue of him in his full British Army uniform.

         That would make him very proud. 

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            EARLY DAYS

         

         Although I took the name Lord Harris of Peckham when I was awarded my peerage in 1996, I wasn’t actually born in Peckham. It was 15 September 1942, Britain was at war and my mother was in St Albans, twenty miles north of London. She had presumably been sent there by my anxious father, Sergeant Charles William Harris, who was stationed with his regiment on Dartmoor, on standby to be shipped anywhere in the world – from Burma to the African desert where British soldiers were fighting with their backs to the wall.
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               Plaque at Diocesan House in St Albans. I was one of the 2,000.

            

         

         My birth certificate lists the precise place as Diocesan House, Verulam Road, St Albans, and I often wondered about the connection with Peckham until I discovered a brass plaque in its hallway, which reveals that the maternity hospital in York Road, Lambeth, where I would have been born in peacetime, had been moved out of London in 1939 because of the threat of German bombs. Some 2,000 south-east London babies, including me, were born in Diocesan House in the war years.

         It was a sensible precaution. Peckham, where the Harris family had lived for generations, was right under the flight path of the German bombers which pounded large parts of south-east London into huge heaps of rubble. My parents, uncles and grandparents had suffered three years of it, and even though the Americans had entered the war by then, the tide had not yet turned and the prospects must have looked bleak. In two years of marriage, my parents had seen each other for a total period of about two months.

         Bombs or no bombs, my mother and I were back in Peckham six weeks later where we moved into our little home, a two-room rented flat at the top of a terraced house in Grenard Road, just off the high street. Like most of those Victorian houses in south London, there was no proper bathroom and the nearest toilet was in the backyard, two floors down. It was to be my home for the next seven years.

         Mum and Dad had been born and grew up in the neighbourhood and my grandparents, all four of them, lived nearby, as did lots of uncles and aunts. Peckham was home, and that’s where we stayed, my mother and I, for the rest of the war, taking shelter underground in Blake’s Road when the air-raid warnings went off, which they often did, emerging only when we received the all-clear.

         My earliest memory is of the wail of the sirens, and of the damp and darkness of the shelter, only a few minutes from home, and the smell, which was overpowering (bomb shelters were not known for their hygiene). I remember trying to rip my gas mask off and my grandmother holding it on, and I can remember being frightened. I suppose everyone was, however much they got used to it. I often think now how brave that generation was to cope with their nights in the air-raid shelters, wondering if their homes would still be there in the morning, often emerging to find them flattened ruins. From the beginning of the Blitz on 7 September 1940, south-east London was bombed on fifty-seven consecutive days and nights, which destroyed large parts of Peckham. My wife Pauline lost a brother aged four to a direct hit on their home in Streatham, and a bomb landed on my nan’s house, demolishing the washing and kitchen area.

         Yet, somehow, life went on: shops opened, the trams ran, the milk was delivered, and people went about their business. Just about every family had fathers, husbands, brothers or sons in the forces, as my mother did, and they must have been desperately worried about them. Most had already lost close relatives in the First World War, just a generation before, and were fearful about losing another one – which many of them did. In later years, I would often hear about the defiant ‘Dunkirk’ spirit of Londoners during the Blitz and, as a boy, I heard enough tales from uncles and aunts to understand something of the humour and courage that helped get them through the darkest moments.
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               My father’s discharge papers as a sergeant. He served for another year as an officer.

            

         

         The air raids became less frequent by the time I was two years old, but the V-weapons that replaced them were even more frightening. They came over any time of the day or night with almost no warning and they left open spaces where whole streets had been. A V-1, or ‘doodlebug’, fell on Peckham Rye, where my father had a shop after the war, killing twenty-three women who were just arriving for work at a corset factory.

         I was three when the war ended but it was another year, 1946, before my father eventually came home from the army, almost a total stranger to his only child. My first real memory of him is his concerned face hovering over me when I was about four and got scarlet fever, which was followed by measles. One of these illnesses on its own was bad enough, but to have both was life-threatening. I was moved into the kitchen where I slept in a chair that my father adapted to recline into a bed. My nan, mum and dad took it in turns to watch over me day and night, and for a time it was touch and go as to whether I would pull through. They were told by the doctor to feed me chicken broth, the cure for everything in those days, but chickens after the war were almost unobtainable, so I was given rabbit broth instead, the taste of which I remember to this day. I was ill for a long time and right up to my teenage years I suffered from pleurisy and a weak chest, a direct result of that time. My father later told me I was lucky to have lived and in later years, talking to medical friends about it, I realised he was not exaggerating. Even now I suffer if I don’t get away for a bit of sunshine in the damp English winters.

         Both my parents came from large families, which made it even more surprising that I was an only child. My father, born in 1918, was one of six children and my mother, born Ruth Ellen Ward a year later, was one of ten, six of whom survived. Most of them lived in or around Peckham, the centre of the universe for the Harris and Ward families, and I saw a lot of them, particularly at Christmas, when everyone gathered at my nan’s house in Blake’s Road.

         I was brought up to believe the Harrises had always lived in and around Peckham, which is what my father thought, but it wasn’t so. A few years ago, my son Martin and his wife Zoe presented me with a family history that showed they were originally from Hythe, on the Kent coast, where church records and gravestones show that they lived and died for at least seven generations. My earliest identifiable Harris ancestor, Jonathan, was baptised in Hythe in 1637 and was described in the records as a ‘husbandsman’, or farmhand, as was his son, but there is the occasional brewer and even a tailor recorded in the family history. Nicholas Harris, born in 1792, sailed with the East India Company, and is listed as a ‘pensioner’, presumably enjoying a well-earned retirement looking out over the English Channel.

         It wasn’t until the early nineteenth century that the Harrises, or at least my branch of them, arrived in Southwark where Edward Harris, my great-great grandfather, set himself up as a sail-maker and married into a prosperous tent-making family, presumably one peg up (so to speak) from sails. Tent-making was a big growth business in Victorian times as the Empire expanded and British troops spread out across the globe, and, judging from the increasingly prosperous addresses they lived at, the business thrived. Edward’s son Charles, my great-grandfather (born in 1855), married a local girl Ann (or Ana) Beadle, and started a blind-making business, which I suppose was a logical progression.

         My grandfather, Thomas George Harris, whom I remember well, inherited the business, which lasted into my father’s time, closing I think during the Depression of the 1930s. As a small boy, I was terrified of him, although in fact he was probably a kindly old soul. He was born in Newington, not far from Peckham, in 1884, and was badly wounded in the trenches in the First World War, losing a leg. He recovered sufficiently to father two more children as well as the four he already had.

         My father was born in Camberwell on 4 July 1918, four months before the end of the war, and his brother James – or Jimmy – came into the world two years later. The eldest, my uncle Tommy (who later had a linoleum shop, as did Jimmy), was thirteen years older, almost a different generation. 

         They lived a few streets away from us, in Hornby Road, and my parents would drag me over to see them, which I never looked forward to. I would dutifully stick my head around the door of my grandfather’s room, shout ‘Hello, Grandad’, before dashing on to see my grandmother, a kindly lady who I remember as always being dressed in a long black dress. My grandfather died when I was seven or eight, by which stage he must still have been only in his sixties, without us having a conversation much beyond ‘hello’ and ‘goodbye’. Now I wish I had talked to him more, because he would have had some stories to tell. This was a time when many families, like ours, had two generations who had served in world wars, my grandfather in the first and my father in the second. But they were unusual in both having survived.

         I don’t know a lot about my father’s childhood, but I do know that he started his working life in the blind-making business before joining my uncle Tommy in his linoleum shop. He lived at home until he joined the army in 1939, and I think it was a happy enough household.

         In his later years, my father seldom spoke about the war, but one of my aunts, his sister, had a framed photograph on her mantelpiece showing him in full officer’s uniform getting a medal pinned to his chest by his hero Field Marshal Montgomery. That picture was never in our home and my mother seldom referred to his time in the army. It was only a few years ago, when my friend Robert Cranborne, now the 7th Marquess of Salisbury, presented me with my father’s war records file, which he managed to dig out of the Ministry of Defence (where he was the minister), that I realised what he had been through.

         This was a whole side of his history I had never known about. In researching this book, I have discovered a lot more about the father I knew all too briefly.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

            MY FATHER, CHARLIE HARRIS
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               Regimental Chronicle, South Lancashire Regiment, January 1947.

            

         

         When Britain declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939, my father was twenty-one, working in his elder brother Tom’s lino shop in Deptford. He lived with his parents in 26 Hornby Road, Camberwell, and was courting my mother, Ruth Ward, whose home was in 109 Blake’s Road, Peckham, less than a mile away. I know that from his army papers.

         I can imagine the whole family sitting around the wireless listening to the Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, solemnly announcing that Hitler’s troops had crossed the border into Poland and that ‘consequently this country is at war with Germany’. To my grandparents, World War One must have seemed like only yesterday, and now, just a generation later, Britain was at war again. This time it would be my father’s turn to serve.

         And serve he did. Within days of war being declared, he signed up at the recruiting office in Kingston upon Thames and, when his papers came through a few days later, reported for a medical which, according to an account left by one of his fellow recruits, was pretty rudimentary: ‘Shirt off, sound the chest, test the eyes, cough – you’ll do. Move to the next room, hold up your right hand and repeat after me…’ He was given a smallpox vaccination and that was about it.

         His medical records list his height as 5ft 6½in, his weight at 124lbs, chest 32½in, with blue eyes and black hair. They also recorded his distinctive markings: ‘one small mole on back, pigmentic patch 1x¾-inch on right forearm and 1 ear lobe deformed’ (which I remember from childhood). He gave his religion as Church of England and his trade as ‘lino salesman’. He was given a railway pass to report for training on 16 October 1939, told not to be late, and that was that: he was now No. 6144401, Private Harris C H. He was not yet assigned a regiment.

         Like every other recruit, Private Harris, or Charlie as he was known all his life, must have expected his enlistment to last no more than a matter of months, a year at most. In fact, he would serve for six years and 154 days and end up as Major (Acting) William Charles Harris MC of the 1st Battalion, South Lancashire Regiment.

         Charlie was one of an intake of half a million men conscripted into the British Army, which was desperately short of both weaponry and men, in the autumn of 1939. He was sent to an infantry training centre in Seaford, a quiet seaside resort in East Sussex, where for the next five months he drilled, learned how to use a rifle and bayonet, chuck a grenade, clamber over assault courses and dig trenches. He was an active, self-confident and fit man, gregarious and adventurous by nature, and I can imagine him adjusting pretty well. He was a more than competent boxer, good enough to have fought at semi-professional level as a promising bantamweight in the local boxing arenas, and could have held his own against most of his fellow recruits.

         The training was tough, the weather was awful, and the recruits collapsed into their bunks at night, cold and exhausted, only to be roused up three hours later to go on forced marches in the middle of winter. Charlie spent that first Christmas away from his family and then, on 2 February 1940, he was ordered to disembark for France, where the British Expeditionary Force, consisting of over 300,000 men – just about every trained soldier in the country – sat along the French and Belgian borders waiting for the Germans to attack. This was the period of World War Two known as the Phoney War, when scarcely a shot was fired.

         Charlie embarked for France on 13 March 1940 and was posted to the 1st Battalion of the East Surrey Regiment, a seasoned regiment of regular army soldiers, most of whom came from south London. He joined them on the Belgian border, and dug in with the rest of them.

         But he had only been there a month when he was suddenly taken ill and rushed to a field ambulance from where he was transferred to a general hospital. There is no record of what his illness (or injury) was – the best guess is a burst appendix – but it was serious enough for him to be evacuated back to England on 1 May 1940, where he was still recovering when the balloon went up. On 10 May 1940, the German Army smashed through the Allied lines, destroyed the French Army and forced the British to retreat to the channel port of Dunkirk. Charlie’s colleagues in the East Surreys were in the thick of it, and I have some eyewitness accounts of it from his fellow soldiers: ‘At midnight we were ordered back to the beach to await embarkation at Dunkirk at dawn on 1 June,’ a soldier wrote in his diary.

         
            What a sight we encountered! The beaches were crowded with men waiting their turn to be taken to the ships laying offshore, enemy aircraft dive-bombed and machine-gunned us and the men in the boats fired back defiantly. We, the Surreys, kept together and dug slit trenches around a large sand dune which we named Surrey Hill.

         

         Most of them got off, but a sister regiment, the 2/6th East Surreys, was forced to surrender at St Valery and the majority of its soldiers spent the next five years in prisoner-of-war camps. An estimated 384,000 British and French servicemen were brought back, many of them on small boats that had been put out from the Kent and Sussex coasts, but for every seven British soldiers who escaped from Dunkirk, one man was left behind.

         Charlie was still in hospital and missed the fighting, but I can imagine how he felt for the men of his old regiment who finally landed back in Dover on 2 June. On 15 July 1940, he was recovered sufficiently to be posted to the 10th Battalion of the East Surrey Regiment, a new battalion raised for the purposes of civil and coastal defence duties, and was promoted to lance-corporal. An invasion was expected imminently and there wasn’t much to withstand it. Tanks, trucks and heavy weapons had been abandoned in France and there were barely enough rifles to go around. Charlie’s regiment was sent to a camp at Ilfracombe, on the north Devon coast, and given a thirty-mile stretch of beaches and cliffs to guard. The summer was spent training, digging trenches, laying down barbed wire and building concrete pillboxes and underwater obstructions, ready to repulse the German forces massing across the Channel.

         Invasion or no invasion, Charlie had other important matters on his mind, and on 3 October 1940 he was granted two weeks of ‘privilege’ leave, took a train back to London and arrived in Peckham where, two days later, on 5 October, he married Ruth Ward at St Luke’s Church, just down the road from my grandmother’s house in Blake’s Road. His father, Thomas George Harris, listed his profession on the marriage certificate as ‘blind-maker’ and my granddad Ward described himself as a ‘general dealer’ (he was actually the local rag-and-bone man). It wasn’t a big ceremony, but they all went back to my nan’s house to celebrate before the happy couple departed on a brief honeymoon. I don’t know where they went, but it certainly wasn’t to the seaside, which was by then covered in barbed wire and mines – strictly out of bounds. In any case, my father couldn’t afford much on a corporal’s pay and the rest of the family just about had enough to go around.

         Peckham had suffered a lot of damage in the short time Charlie had been away. The Battle of Britain was just ending, but the Blitz was at its height when my parents started their married life. The Luftwaffe came over night after night, forcing both my grandmothers to carry their bedding, Thermos flasks and food down into the airless shelters. Shortly after their wedding, poor St Luke’s suffered a direct hit and was only partly rebuilt when I was growing up.

         Charlie’s ‘privilege’ leave was followed by another two weeks of ‘compassionate’ leave and in all he was away for a month, the longest period he was to spend with my mother for the next six years. By 9 November 1940, he was back with his regiment, which in January was transferred to an army camp at Plympton, on the edge of Dartmoor, a major training ground for the army with firing ranges and assault courses.

         The war records show flashes of Charlie’s military record over the next three years, which were fairly uneventful. In November 1940, a month after his marriage, he forfeited two days’ pay for some offence or other, but it obviously did him no damage as in April 1941 he was promoted to lance-sergeant. In September that year he suffered an injury that was considered ‘not severe’, although it again put him in hospital. A month later he was admitted to Stoke Military Infirmary in North Staffordshire, the nearest general hospital to his base, where he was kept for a week. He was discharged on 1 October and must have been given some home leave at Christmas 1941, because that’s when I was conceived. I was born almost nine months later on 15 September, my mother’s birthday. 

         At first, the threat of invasion kept the regiment alert but that wore off after June 1941, when Hitler attacked Russia, effectively ending the invasion threat, although the troops continued to man the coastal defences. The Americans entered the war in December 1941 and Britain found itself fighting in the Far East, where the Japanese promptly invaded Malaya and Burma. Units of the British Army were now being sent to the Far East or the North African desert, but the 10th East Surreys remained at home where there were now over a million men under training.

         In the middle of 1942, Charlie was sent on an advanced training course at the 77 Division Battle School in Tavistock, which involved forced marches, assault courses, night exercises and the new tactics the army had learned over three years of warfare. The men were graded on their performance, Q1 being exceptional (likely to be given to officers), Q2 good, Q3 satisfactory and Q4 poor. My father passed out with an honourable Q2 and a few months later was promoted to the rank of sergeant ‘under conditions of war’ – which meant that when peace came he would lose the rank. He listed himself as a ‘sergeant’ on my birth certificate.

         But still there was no action, and for the next two years the regiment spent most of its time training, practising landing on beaches in Devon and Somerset, street fighting in Hull, and even jumping out of airplanes. For most of this time it was based in the west of England, including Helston in Cornwall, and the regimental joke was: ‘Join the army and you see England’. Early in 1944, with an invasion of Northern Europe widely expected that year, Charlie applied for a transfer and was sent for yet more specialised training, this time rehearsing large-scale landings on beaches at night-time in all sorts of weather. By June, fitter and more hardened than at any time in his life, he was ready for the opening of the Second Front, which everyone knew was imminent. It came on 6 June 1944, when the Allies finally landed in France.

         To his great chagrin, Charlie missed D-Day, just as he had missed Dunkirk – two of the biggest events of the war in Europe. In 1940 he had been evacuated, through no fault of his own, just days before the Germans broke through the Maginot Line. Now, four years later, he was left out of the Normandy landings, held in reserve while a beach-head was established by the first troops ashore. On 7 July, he was moved to Sussex ready for embarkation as part of the first wave of reserves, and on 13 July, he left for France. He was posted to the 1st Battalion of the South Lancashire Regiment, which he finally caught up with on 17 July outside the besieged town of Caen where, within a day, he was thrown into one of the fiercest battles of the war in northwest Europe.

         His first taste of battle came just after dawn on a beautiful summer’s day on 18 July 1944, when, from his slit trench to the south of the town, he watched wave after wave of Allied bombers, 2,000 of them, fly over to bomb the German positions around Caen. Out to sea, the Royal Navy battleships joined in the bombardment until, as Antony Beevor wrote in his book D-Day, ‘for those watching, it was unthinkable that anyone could survive such an onslaught’.

         Then the British armoured divisions, followed closely by the infantry, went in, initially encountering dazed Germans rising out of the corn with their hands up. The South Lancashires were first off the mark, and the regimental war diaries, which diligently recorded each day’s events, show them initially making good progress, although at one point my father’s company lost direction in the heavy woodland and stumbled about before rejoining the main body of the regiment. There were German bodies everywhere, some of them killed by the shock waves, and prisoners streamed past the advancing troops, Charlie’s first close contact with the enemy. At 0830 hours, a machine gun opened up and mortar fire began coming in from behind a line of sandpits, but the troops pressed on and by early afternoon they had cleared out a clump of enemy-occupied farm buildings, their objective for the day. 

         All that night – my father’s first under fire – the Germans continually shelled the South Lancashires’ positions, shooting at random in the dark, forcing the troops to keep their heads down in their hastily dug trenches. Early the next morning, Charlie’s regiment moved up again and dug in around the town of Sannerville, which was nothing more than a heap of rubble. They ‘stood to’ in expectation of a German counter-attack which didn’t materialise and, according to the battalion records, ‘the rest of the day was passed in comparative quiet although there was fairly heavy mortaring and the enemy artillery increased in intensity through the day’.

         Meanwhile, the British armoured brigades, spearheading the attack, suffered heavy losses from camouflaged Tiger tanks, and the accompanying infantry were cut down with ferocious machine-gun fire which stopped the advance in its tracks. By the end of the second day, few of the objectives had been taken. Most of the regiments, including the South Lancashires, were down to half-strength. It was quite an introduction for my father to modern warfare.

         The first two days were fought in exhausting, intense heat, dust and mosquitoes, in a landscape littered with wreckage and so badly cratered it looked, according to one report, ‘like a landscape of the moon’. But that night the rain started, flooding the trenches and turning everything to mud. They had to stay where they were, under continual shelling and mortar fire, for the next two days before moving forward again on 22 July. They were, according to the war diaries, ‘in close contact with the enemy throughout’, and a German sniper shot and killed the regiment’s commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Bolster, the third commanding officer the South Lancashires had lost since D-Day.

         The rain was followed by oppressive heat so intense it reminded the hardened veterans of the desert, with hordes of mosquitoes and dust which got in everywhere until the soldiers could barely see or breathe. Then the rain came again, an almighty downpour turning the sludge and slit trenches into a sea of mud into which tracks sank eighteen inches. One tank commander wrote home: ‘Thank God I am not an infanteer who has to choose between keeping dry above ground or dodging the mortars by jumping into a trench with three foot of water in it.’

         The attack had now clearly failed but Charlie and his mates had to put up with the conditions for another five days, all the time under fire from weapons ranging from 5 cm mortars to the dreaded Nebelwerfer, a five-barrelled rocket launcher that made a sound like a banshee. ‘Such was this summer,’ remarked an officer in a letter home, ‘there was no summer at all.’ On the afternoon of 27 July, they were finally relieved and moved back to Escoville for a well-earned forty-eight hours of rest. By 31 July, however, they were back in the line, ready for the next decisive phase of the Normandy battle.

         
            * * *

         

         In the last week of July 1944, the American Army, led by General Patton, finally broke out of the Normandy bridgehead and smashed through the enemy lines beyond Avranches, forcing the Germans to abandon Caen, disengage their Panzer divisions and fall back on Falaise, ten miles to the south. On 11 August, the 8th Infantry Brigade, which included the South Lancashires, set off down the main road towards Falaise as part of a grand plan to encircle the German Army before it could withdraw its tanks and heavy equipment. The South Lancashires led the way, transported on self-propelled artillery from which the guns had been removed, or sitting on the tanks. It was very hot, and their biggest problem was the clouds of choking dust, thrown up by the column of moving vehicles, which infiltrated through eye-shields and clothes and masked the perspiring faces. But, after fighting for every yard of ground around Caen, it was exhilarating – ‘as near to great fun as men can expect to get in battle,’ according to the official history of the 3rd Division. 

         It couldn’t last, however, and in the afternoon the South Lancashires came under heavy fire from anti-tank weapons and machine guns and stood fast for the night, moving off again the next morning to find signs of a hasty enemy withdrawal. Progress now became rapid again and the only enemy encountered were stragglers and deserters, eager to give themselves up.

         Although the Germans, particularly the fanatical Hitlerjugend and SS divisions, continued to fight, the end was now very near in Normandy. By the middle of August, the South Lancashires had advanced seventy-five miles inland from the D-Day beaches; and by the 16th they had taken the town of La Rivière, which they found clear of enemy troops. With their part of the mission accomplished, they were taken out of the line and my father spent three pleasant days on a farm before moving to a training area near La Chapelle-au-Moine. It was there that he heard the momentous news on 24 August that the Free French, under General Leclerc, had entered Paris. A few weeks later, on 3 September 1944, the British 2nd Army liberated Brussels. The next target was Germany itself.

         
            * * *

         

         It would take another nine months of often bitter fighting against fanatical resistance in the coldest winter for years before they got there. The South Lancashires took part in one of the toughest battles of the campaign around Overloon, in Holland, between 12 and 18 October 1944 and survivors later described D-Day as ‘a picnic by comparison’. The regimental crest of the 1st battalion is still displayed in the military museum in Overloon, presented after the war by Major Donald Urry, my father’s commanding officer. Many officers and men of the regiment, whom my father would have known well, are buried in the town’s military cemetery.

         In December 1944, a brutal cold spell brought progress on the north-western front to a stop and the South Lancashires reluctantly left the comparative comfort of Overloon, and moved further upriver to Oostrum to prepare for the crossing into Germany. They spent Christmas 1944 on the front line and the war diaries record that patrols heard sounds of revelry from the enemy lines across the Maas River. As was the custom, Christmas dinner – treacle pudding and a couple of cans of Belgian beer – was served by the officers. The war diaries present it as a jolly occasion, but it wasn’t. ‘Christmas Day on the Maas was a sad time,’ recorded one of the officers. ‘Every man got a can of beer. Some did not drink. Each received a plum duff.’ He recorded the general low spirits of the troops who, after years of war, just wanted to be home with their folks. My father had now been in the army for five years and he had only been home for Christmas once.

         In January 1945, extensive flooding put back the operation to cross the Rhine, but the South Lancashires’ war diaries record a grimly fought battle near Goch, an ancient town on the German–Dutch border, in February, where casualties were heavy. My father’s role in the fighting was recognised in a commendation he received, one of the few papers he left behind. It reads:

         
            It has been brought to my notice that you have performed outstanding good service, and shown great devotion to duty, during the campaign in North West Europe. I award you this certificate as a token of my appreciation, and I have given instructions that this will be noted in your Record of Service.

         

         It bears Montgomery’s signature.

         A few days later he was promoted to the rank of 2nd lieutenant and presented with his Officer’s Record of Service army book, which my researchers found in his army records in the Ministry of Defence, and which lists his ‘Nature of Commission’ as ‘Emergency’. He kept it with him for the rest of his time in the army. 

         I wonder now what he felt about his promotion. Pride obviously, but probably also regret at leaving the soldiers of his platoon with whom he had bonded during the winter months when the freezing weather on the Maas prevented offensive activity. People tell me I have a natural ability for creating loyalty among the little teams I have built around me from my earliest days in the shops, and I probably inherited that from my father. Unfortunately, I never got a chance to see that side of him, but researching this book has given me a better understanding of the forces that shaped him into the man he was. I just wish he had talked to me more about it, but he never wanted to and I have to respect that.

         By the third week in March 1945, the Allied armies were positioned along the entire length of the Rhine and on the night of 23 March began streaming across into Germany. My father followed six days later at a place called Mühlenfeld at 0530 on 29 March 1945 and the 1st Battalion of the South Lancashires was ordered to head north, where it soon began picking up prisoners of war and German stragglers, including a U-boat instructor who turned out to be on leave but had got caught up in the retreat. But their rapid advance ran into stiffer opposition from fanatical German SS and parachute troops along the River Ems at Lingen, holding up the whole of General Horrocks’s XXX Corps, which the 3rd Division was attached to.

         The South Lancashires were given the task of clearing the northern exits of the town and had almost completed the task when the enemy counter-attacked vigorously, taking one of the bridges they were holding. A troop of tanks came to the rescue and the Germans pulled back, taking some prisoners with them. The South Lancashires were in the thick of that little battle, according to the war diaries.

         They pressed on again and on 11 April 1945, my father’s big day, they received orders to relieve the battered 5th Durham Light Infantry, who had taken the town of Wildeshausen, and hold it against the expected counter-attack until the armour got there. Advance parties reported back that it was empty of enemy soldiers, but during the night the Germans had crept back and opened fire as the British troops entered the town. ‘A’ Company, with my father in command, was first on the scene.

         ‘A Company reported small pocket of enemy with MG [machine gun] and said they were dealing with it,’ the war diaries recorded laconically. Charlie’s commanding officer later wrote a detailed account of what followed, which became part of his citation for a medal. It describes how my father led a section forward through the narrow streets towards the last reported location of the enemy, but had only gone 200 yards when two machine guns opened up at close range, catching the lead section in the crossfire and causing several casualties. Everyone dived for cover and tried to fire back, but they were pinned down and there was no way forward. Charlie ordered the first section (about ten men) to cover him and draw the enemy fire, and then led a second section round the right flank with the intention of turning the enemy’s position. But he again came under fire, this time from a third machine gun which had been sited there to anticipate just that tactic. There was nothing for it but to charge.

         According to his commanding officer in the citation for a medal he wrote after the event, Charlie jumped to his feet and, shouting for the troops to follow, he leapt forward, shooting from the hip. The Germans were overrun and the survivors retreated through the backstreets, followed hotly by the British troops. After a thorough search of the area, Charlie reported back that it was clear of the enemy.

         Charlie’s day was not over yet, however, and he was back in action a few hours later. At 1800 hours, a column of returning British troop carriers was fired at by a group of enemy soldiers who had again slipped back into the town, and the leading vehicle was hit by a Panzerfaust, the German equivalent of a bazooka. This time the details of Charlie’s actions went unrecorded apart from another laconic entry in the war diaries: ‘A Company reported their small pocket cleared.’ 

         Shortly before nightfall, the Wehrmacht cut the only supply road into Wildeshausen, and for the next forty-eight hours, the troops in the town had to beat off a series of German counter-attacks, including one led by a company of parachutists. Later, one of the British officers described how the German officer leading the attack was wounded and fell six yards in front of their guns. ‘He was brought in, and stated that he had been ordered to capture the railway station and to hoist the Nazi flag on the roof as a success signal, for the rest of his battalion to come in and mop up Wildeshausen.’ One of the Middlesex soldiers, who had arrived to strengthen the defences, collected the flag that night ‘and the C.O. sent it to the Mayoress of Finchley as one of the Battalion’s trophies of war’. As far as I know it’s still there.
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               My father’s commendation for his MC. It is signed by Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery as well as General Brian Horrocks and General ‘Bolo’ Whistler.

            

         

         After that, they moved on again, deeper and deeper into Germany, and Charlie was in Bremen, taken by the Allies in the final days of the war in more bitter fighting, on 6 May 1945 when the news came through that Hitler was dead and the Russians were in the Reichstag. Two days later Germany formally surrendered, and the regiment held a thanksgiving service followed the next day by a requiem for the fallen, of whom there were many. In my father’s papers, I found a list of all the officers who served in his regiment from Normandy to the end of the war, sent to him by a fellow officer who had painstakingly compiled it. It records twenty officers, including two colonels and three majors, killed and nearly forty seriously wounded in that eleven-month period alone. The list of casualties is longer than the survivors.

         At the end of May, they moved out of the Bremen area, which was to be in the American sector, to the pretty Westphalian town of Lemgo where they took over a huge camp that had housed thousands of Russian prisoners of war in unimaginable conditions. They experienced some grim satisfaction in making the local civilians clean out the appalling mess, but then began the even grimmer task of processing some of the thousands of ‘displaced people’, or ‘DPs’, left behind by the ravages of war. The diaries record them processing 5,000 pathetic souls in just three days, but as fast as they could do so, the camps filled up again. The Russians, in particular, had suffered terribly, starved, beaten and forced to work until they died in their millions. These poor souls were all that survived.

         It was not exactly the heroic end to the war my father and his fellow soldiers were expecting, but after it had been cleaned up, the accommodation was good, particularly for the officers, and they organised a dance and sports fixtures. Charlie was put in charge of boxing, which, according to the regimental records, was ‘very popular’.

         If they were expecting to be de-mobbed and sent home immediately, the troops of the 3rd Division were to be disappointed. Other divisions were breaking up, their conscript soldiers already packing to go back to Britain. But there was still a war on in the Far East and the regiment was moved to Detmold, in the Ruhr, where it began training for operations in the Pacific Theatre. Charlie and his fellow officers were ordered to be ready to ship out any day to the US, where they would be transported to the Far East on American ships. 

          Britain was now headed into an election and 4 July 1945 was polling day for the armed forces in Germany. I’m sure my father would have voted for the Conservatives and his hero, Winston Churchill, and would have been as shocked as anyone when Churchill lost and Britain elected a Labour government under Clement Attlee.

         His mood, however, must have been lightened by the news he received early in the middle of a hot, sticky July: he had been awarded the Military Cross, the third highest military decoration that was awarded to officers for an act ‘of exemplary gallantry during active operations against the enemy’. Charlie’s actions at Wildeshausen had not gone unrecognised and his acting commanding officer, Major J. K. Warner, had recommended him for an immediate Military Cross. Major Warner sent his citation to brigade HQ, where it was signed by the brigade commander and passed on up to Major General ‘Bolo’ Whistler, the legendary commander of the 3rd Division. Aware of the importance of the action in Wildeshausen, Wheeler duly signed the recommendation on 24 April and sent it to General Horrocks, commander of XXX Corps, who signed it and sent it up again until, finally, on 6 May 1945, it reached the headquarters of the commander-in-chief himself, Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, who added his signature of approval to all the others.

         I have a copy of the citation, with all those signatures on it, and am very proud of it. I am even prouder of the regimental photo of Montgomery pinning the medal on his chest in July 1945. I have had a life-size bronze statue of him made from that picture and it now stands in the quad in Harris Manchester College in Oxford University.

         In August, as they were packing to leave for the US, news came through that the Japanese had surrendered and the war in the East was over and a few days later, on 20 August 1945, General Whistler called the officers and NCOs together to brief them on their future. They would not be going to the Pacific Theatre, he told them, but nor would they be going home just yet. The 3rd Division had been chosen to become Britain’s new ‘Imperial Strategic Reserve’, a fast reaction force that could be sent into trouble spots in the British Empire at short notice to deal with emergencies. They would be relieved from their occupational duties in Germany, and stand ready on five days’ notice to fly to any part of the world. The most likely arena in the short term was the Middle East.

         This posed a real dilemma for my father. Most of the soldiers recruited into the forces in the war years were now being discharged and were returning home. He had served in the army for nearly six years, he was twenty-seven, with a wife and a three-year-old son, and he could return to civilian life knowing he had done his duty to his country – which mattered a lot to him. At the same time, he felt a loyalty to his regiment and to the 3rd Division, which, out of the whole British Army, had been chosen for this new strategic role. Staying on would mean certain promotion to captain, but it would also mean signing on for a minimum of three years.

         He came home to see me and my mother at the end of July 1945, and I assume discussed his future with her and the rest of his family. My mother, I know, was appalled at the thought of him signing on again, and did everything she could to dissuade him. But I think he had already made up his mind. My uncle Fred, who had just been de-mobbed from the navy, used to joke that my father offered to take him along as his batman if he was sent to the Middle East but he indignantly refused. ‘I’m not going to work for you,’ he told him in the pub one night when my father, half-seriously, suggested it.

         At any rate, my father went back to his regiment in Moorsel, Belgium, signed on for three years and the deed was done. It was one of the biggest mistakes of his life, and came close to ending his marriage. I now know that my mother never fully forgave him, although neither of them ever raised it in my hearing and I only discovered all this much later, long after they had both passed on.

         On 20 September, confirmation came through that the division was to be sent to the Middle East ‘to deal with the Palestine question’ and they set off by train on 6 October, ‘amid tearful farewells of the Belgian belles’, as one soldier put it. In Toulon, they boarded the SS Mataroa, where, according to the same soldier, the accommodation was not ‘the acme of comfort’, and docked in Port Suez ten days later where they were issued with tropical uniform – shorts – and new equipment. I remember seeing a picture of my father in shorts in the desert but never knew until now where he was or what he was doing there.

         They spent the next six weeks at a large First World War camp near Ismailia, where Charlie gave boxing lessons to the young troops. Training involved playing endless war games, and exercises where Charlie, now a senior officer, often acted as umpire. On 12 November, they performed an exercise bizarrely codenamed ‘Sinn Fein’, where the 1st battalion competed against the Moonbeams, ‘a well-organised and armed guerilla [sic] group’. Captain Harris is listed as an umpire. Over 100 new recruits arrived from Britain and the diaries record that ‘R Company formed under Captain Harris MC to deal with battalion reinforcements’. His complement included a batman.
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               Regimental 1945 Christmas card home from Egypt. On the left it lists the battles the South Lancs had been through, including Dunkirk and D-Day. Charlie joined them in July 1944 outside Caen.

            

         

         In early December, they finally left for Haifa, some by road, some by train, my father in charge of the rear echelons. They found Palestine cold and wet after the Egyptian desert, and they quickly changed back into long trousers and winter gear. They spent a bleak Christmas 1945 in Haifa and my father joined the other officers in serving dinner, after which there was a football match where the officers played the sergeants. ‘Result: chaotic,’ the war diaries record. On Boxing Day, there was a concert ‘at which many impromptu performances were given’, and then it was back to serious business.

         On 27 December, there were terrorist attacks in Jerusalem and Jaffa and the regiment now patrolled the streets of Haifa in armoured cars. ‘It was a very strenuous time,’ wrote one of the officers for the regimental journal, ‘patrolling the town night after night. We never got more than one night in three in bed.’ On 4 January 1946, they were given instruction on the use of batons and shields and ‘methods of mob dispersal’.

         Their job basically was to keep order between the Jews and the Arabs and prevent the flow of ‘illegal immigrants’ into Palestine, still under British mandate, which largely meant preventing uprooted and homeless Jews, including Holocaust survivors, from entering the territory. The troops had seen pictures of the German concentration camps where six million Jews had perished (there was a big one at Bremen), and wondered why they should keep the survivors out. Jewish immigrants were also pouring in from Iraq, Iran, Libya and North African Arab countries, all desperate to claim back the Holy Land where their ancestors had lived for 3,000 years. The politics were well above the heads of the British troops, but their natural sympathies were on the side of the Jews, even if the sentiments were not reciprocated. Back home, the army’s role was wildly unpopular, as it was internationally, and the US Congress had even delayed granting Britain vital loans for reconstruction because of its troops in Palestine. Before the election, the Labour Party had promised to allow mass Jewish migration into Palestine but once it was in government it reneged because of Arab pressure on the Foreign Office. Anti-British Jewish militancy increased and the Zionist movement, whose objective was to drive the British out of Palestine and establish a Jewish state, stepped up its military campaign, blowing up the British headquarters in the King David Hotel in Jerusalem with the loss of nearly a hundred lives.

         On 8 January 1946, Charlie was promoted again, this time to second-in-command of D Company with the rank of Acting Major. Many years later, in one of the very rare moments he spoke about it, he told me he had been promoted because his major had been killed, but I think, reading the records, it was more likely his major left for another regiment. The diaries record that notification was received ‘that Major Holmes MC had been granted a regular commission in the Essex Regiment’ and my father would have stepped into his place. The promotion was never ratified.

         A few days later, he witnessed for himself the arrival of the pathetic souls the British were trying to keep out. On 18 January 1946, Royal Navy destroyers picked up a ship sixty miles off the coast and escorted her into the port of Haifa. She was a tiny craft, just 500 tonnes, packed with Jewish refugees who had somehow, against terrible odds, got this far. Charlie was at the dock the next morning as 537 males and 357 women filed off her, clutching what few possessions they had taken from Europe, where most of their families had died in the Nazi extermination camps. Charlie helped escort them to a temporary immigrant area where the conditions were pretty basic (the film Exodus, made in 1960, was based on this incident or one like it).

         By that stage my father was deeply disillusioned with the role of the army in the post-war world. There had been honour and glory fighting Hitler, however tough it was, but here there was no honour and even less glory, and he had no taste for street fighting against Jewish civilians given the name ‘terrorists’. Within a month of arriving in Palestine, urged on by the increasingly strident demands of my mother, who had not seen him in six months, he had made up his mind. He would leave the army.

         That was not so easy though. He had contracted for three years and the army had every intention of holding him to it. Experienced officers were in short supply in an army that now consisted predominantly of raw recruits who had never seen action. His request was refused, but on 29 January 1946, my father was abruptly taken out of the Palestinian theatre and sent back to the UK. The only reference in the records to his departure is a note that ‘Lt Hopkins was appointed Unit Boxing Officer in the absence of Capt Harris MC’. After that, he is listed on the monthly roll-call as ‘on course UK’, implying he was sent back to England for further training. But I don’t think he was – he was done with the army. He remained on the strength of the regiment for another two months, regularly marked as ‘absent – on course UK’.

         It was, I believe, my mother who engineered his release with an extraordinary degree of determination and persistence that I never thought she possessed until I read the records.

         She wrote to the War Office demanding my father be released immediately, saying he had done his bit for the country, was a decorated hero, and should be allowed to come home to his wife and his young son who had barely seen him. When that got her nowhere, she worked her way through the signatures on my father’s commendation for his MC, getting higher and higher up the ranks. Although the letters were written in her own hand, they were clearly drafted by someone else, as I cannot imagine my mother, who had a limited formal education, using the official language she did. But the sentiments were all hers, and she wrote with a certainty and authority that leaves me in awe – as indeed it did the brass in the War Office.

         She wrote to General ‘Bolo’ Whistler again, making a powerfully emotional case for the release of her husband, but he replied to the effect that he couldn’t set a precedent. Then she wrote to Lieutenant General Sir Brian Horrocks, stressing my father’s service under his command and his MC, threatening to leave my father if he was not released from the army. Next up would have been Montgomery himself, and she was clearly prepared to remind him of the medal he had pinned on my father’s chest.

         In total, she must have written more than twenty letters, each one carefully handwritten, until General Horrocks finally relented. In the middle of April 1946, Charlie was finally discharged from the British Army.

         My mother had her husband home at last. And I had my father back.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

            ‘ANY OLD IRON?’

         

         Back in London in the summer of 1946, my father initially found life hard. Unable to find a job to look after his wife and growing son, he took up boxing for a living and fought as a professional for a couple of years, hoping to save enough to start his own business. In those days, before television, boxing had a huge public following and London was full of arenas that attracted large crowds. My father fought as a lightweight at some of the popular east London venues: Manor Place Baths in Bow (a favourite of his), Hoxton Baths, Leyton Baths, Streatham Ice Rink and others – all well-known London landmarks when I was a boy.

         Professional boxers were expected to fight up to ten bouts a year and could make a decent living out of it, although obviously their careers were short. My father was already twenty-eight when he turned professional and I think he fought about a dozen or so fights before he saved enough money to open a lino stall in the covered market in Rye Lane. I was only six when he retired from the ring and I never saw him fight, but until recently, when it was rebuilt, there were still pictures of him on the wall of Bradfield Club in Commercial Road (now the Bradfield Youth and Community Centre), his home club where he trained and later coached the local hopefuls.
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200 yds canc under the oross firo of two encay MGs from
houses ot cloge Yonge. Somo cas oocomrreds Placiug this
sco iy 0 firc posn to draw tho enesy Liro, 2/Lt HARRIS
lod @ mecond sec round the right flank in en offort to
\ turn,the locatod oppositions In doing m ho agein éo—
countcrod ot short ronge o thixd cncmy MG which hitherto'
nad been unloouted. With the utmost detexrmination this
_Offr led tho assault direcoting his men to fire from the
hdp, he himself throwing gronsdos. Tnla proept actign
not only succeeded in degtroylng the ¢hird MG but ing
. Aucod the other two hostile posts to withdraw ‘““13. e
Troushout this OFfr displayed ¢ high ewmrple of lesder. g
v6a complete dizregoxd for his omn perconol sofely. (Hig |... ... L,
action in olearing the cnay ‘who werc so closc to our  COMMARIDER, 572 ;’ﬁfb'!-"w- ¥y
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LIST OF AWARDS GAINED BY ALL RANKS

WHILST SERVING WITH THE Ist BATTALION,

THE SOUTH LANCASHIRE REGIMENT IN
NORTH-WEST EUROPE, 1944-1945.

C.F. Cl4 A. B. Corin, M., 1st South Lancashire Regiment.
Major A. Rouse.

M.C.
Major E. F. Johnson Major N. E. H. Chance
Capt. (Q.M.) W. Burke, M.B.E.Capt. C. W. Harris
Lieut. T. D. Rennie Lieut. A. H. Wright, »m.
Lieut. K. G. Walsh Lieut. R. Pearce, m.c.
Lieut. K. Norman

D.C.M.
14746241 Pte. B. Dean

B.E.M.
3650359 C.S.M. J. Neary

0.B.E.

3652096 R.S.M. A. E. Smith
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