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Always in the darkest loam


A birthday is begun;


And from its catacomb


A candle lights the sun.


William Soutar,


‘In the Time of Tyrants’,


1937
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Preface and Acknowledgements



This book was conceived as a sequel to The Flowers of the Forest, an account of the part played by Scotland in the First World War, which was published in 2006. It is similar in structure and sets out to bring together the military history of the Second World War with an narrative about Scotland’s political, social and economic role during the conflict. Like its predecessor the intention is not simply to write a history of the war as seen through Scottish eyes or to wrap its main events in a kilt. Rather, it is the story of the role played by Scotland and Scots in the British (and wider Allied) management of a war which was very different from the preceding global conflict. Inevitably, many of the concerns of The Flowers of the Forest are revisited in this book: the role of women; the contribution of the heavy industries; the ever-changing kaleidoscope of Scottish domestic politics; and Scotland’s contribution to the war effort through the armed forces, especially the roles played by the three Scottish infantry divisions and other Scottish forces on all the main battle fronts. Some personalities reappear from the earlier conflict – politicians such as Tom Johnston and James Maxton, and poets Hugh MacDiarmid and William Soutar, for example – and some issues resurface, such as the question of home rule which was one of the casualties of August 1914 and which remained unresolved until the passing of the Scotland Act in 1998.


Otherwise the war of 1939–45 was a completely different experience, and it threw up problems and issues which were quite dissimilar from the events of the earlier conflict. For a start, between the fall of France in May 1940 and the decision of the USA to enter the war following the Japanese attack on its Pacific naval base of Hawaii in December 1941, Britain prosecuted the war against Germany alone, with the support of Dominion forces and the free forces of those European powers which had managed to escape from Nazi occupation. That gave Scotland a distinctive role as many of the émigré forces, notably the Poles, were stationed in the country and added to the sense that – in the closing stages, at least – the Allies were indeed a ‘united nations’. Many of the Poles stayed on in Scotland after the war, either because they had married Scottish girls or were persuaded not to return to their homeland following the carve-up at Yalta in February 1945 which laid the basis for the creation of a Communist government in post-war Poland. Norwegians, French, British Hondurans, Italians and Americans added to the racial mix, and for the first time in many years Scotland became a more variegated place socially and culturally, even if it was only a temporary innovation.


There were other factors. The Scottish land mass provided ideal territory for training, especially in the remote Highlands and Western Islands, most of which was a Protected Area throughout the conflict. Industry, mainly in the central belt, also played a part, and it is true to say that the war came as a lifeline to shipbuilding, steel and munitions. Whether that was for good or for ill in the longer term is still a moot point. As happened in the earlier conflict, women played a full role with thousands being conscripted under the terms of the National Service Acts of 1941. It is also fair to claim that the arts in Scotland flourished during the war, especially in literature where a new generation of younger writers such as J.K. Annand, Hamish Henderson, Maurice Lindsay, Alexander Scott and Douglas Young built on the example of Hugh MacDiarmid’s renaissance movement of the 1920s. But it was in the world of politics that the war had the deepest impact on Scotland. Although the country remained part of the union, and political nationalism was never a determining factor in national life until the 1970s, Scotland was offered a tantalising glimpse of what devolution might be like under the guardianship of Secretary of State Tom Johnston.


Most of the research for this volume was conducted in the National Archives of Scotland in Edinburgh and the National Archives at Kew. In both places I received nothing but courteous assistance from the ever-helpful staff. Thanks are also due to the staff of the National Library of Scotland, where I have been a reader for over four decades, and the University of Edinburgh Library, where extended loans of key texts greatly aided my research. I am also grateful to Professor Tom Devine for making it possible for me to hold an Honorary Fellowship in the School of History, Classics and Archaeology at the University of Edinburgh, where I enjoyed the ready support of my friend Dr Jeremy Crang during his tenure as director of the Centre for the Study of the Two World Wars. After many years writing as an independent historian this was a singular privilege. It has also been of some significance to me that most of the book was written at my home in Portobello which stands less than a hundred yards from targets machine-gunned during the Luftwaffe’s first major attack on the UK mainland in October 1939.


For permission to quote copyright material I would like to thank the following: Carcanet Press for ‘The New Divan 99’ by Edwin Morgan from Edwin Morgan, The New Divan, Carcanet Press, 1977; Eric Glass Ltd for ‘Consanguinity’ by Ronald Duncan from Ronald Duncan, The Perfect Mistress, Rupert Hart Davis, 1969; Robert Hale Ltd for excerpts from Maurice Lindsay, Thank You for Having Me, Robert Hale Ltd, 1983; Cath Scott for ‘Coronach for the Dead of the 5/7th Battalion The Gordon Highlanders’ by Alexander Scott MC, from Alexander Scott, Selected Poems 1943–1974, Akros Publications, Preston 1975. Extracts from regimental histories are produced by kind permission of the trustees of regiments concerned. Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders and any omissions will be made good in future editions.


No writer could hope to have a more agreeable or supportive publisher than Birlinn. Hugh Andrew welcomed the proposal with enthusiasm, and I received nothing but professional help and support from him and his colleagues. They all have my thanks.


Trevor Royle


Edinburgh/Angus


Spring 2011





Prologue


The Last Hurrah; Bellahouston 1938



To the casual observer with only a passing knowledge of Glasgow’s history, a visit to Bellahouston Park is not very different from a stroll in the park in any other municipal recreational area in Scotland or the United Kingdom The grassland is well manicured, the pathways are meandering and discreet, trees punctuate the rolling terrain, locals and visitors mingle or take their ease in the sun. Hanging over the acres there is an air of gentle if poignant contemplation. It is still used for civic and national events – the park has been the scene of two recent papal visits and masses, for Pope John Paul II in the summer of 1982 and again in September 2010 for Pope Benedict XVI – and it is well used by those who live on the south side of the city. Once part of the lands of Govan and surrounding Ibroxhill and Drumbreck, Bellahouston came into civic ownership at the end of the nineteenth century, and at one time its 175 acres made it the largest public park in Britain. There are the usual sports facilities such as a bowling green, a golfing pitch-and-putt course and modern all-weather pitches, but Bellahouston Park is not just a civic amenity in which the locals take considerable pride. It is all that remains of a short-lived monument to a year, 1938, when everything seemed to be for the best in the best of all possible worlds. As such, the park was a last hurrah for a way of life that might have turned out very differently had Scotland and the rest of the world not gone to war in the following summer.


Look again at the park and its contours, especially the central whaleback ridge which dominates the area, and let your imagination roam. That neat white building near the centre with the bold proclamation ‘Palace of Art’ gives a clue. Squat but angular, and book-ended by two small pavilions, its colonnaded front still catches the eye and it is as neat and robust as it was when it was first created all those years ago by Launcelot Ross, a well-known Glasgow architect with strong links to the Territorial Army. Today it acts as a centre of sporting excellence but it is also a reminder of one of the most extraordinary events in Glasgow’s history, a beacon of hope in a year when Scotland had put behind it the misery of the Great Depression, and national self-confidence was once again in the ascendant. Apart from the mirage of memory and a plinth marking the spot where over 140 buildings were thrown up between Mosspark Boulevard and Paisley Road West, it is all that remains of the Empire Exhibition of 1938, an event which has been described as ‘the last durbar’, a gathering place for an empire which would soon be swept away by the great storm of war. It is just possible to visualise other points of reference in the park, and a modern three-dimensional computerised project launched in 2008 has resurrected something of the original grandeur, but to all intents and purposes the Empire Exhibition is now part of the irretrievable past.1


In common with many other similar events associated with the city of Glasgow, the planning for the 1938 Empire Exhibition was replete with civic confidence and was certainly not lacking in ambition. The original motivation was to promote Scotland as an important commercial and industrial centre, but the overarching aspiration was to create a bold and brash event which would provide a lasting impression of what Scotland had to offer the rest of the world. Quite simply, its organisers were determined that the exhibition should be the best of its kind, not a parochial event in a post-industrial city, but a prestigious exposition that would place Scotland at the heart of the British Empire. That much became clear at the first meeting of the steering committee which was held in the Merchant’s House in Glasgow on 5 October 1936. The gathering was organised under the auspices of the Scottish National Development Council (SNDC), which itself had been founded on 8 May 1931 by the Convention of Royal Burghs, to promote the cause of Scotland’s industries at a time when they had been battered by the effects of the economic depression of the 1930s and to attempt to find solutions to the prevailing malaise. Amongst those involved in the creation of the SNDC were Sir Henry Keith, former Provost of Hamilton and a prominent Unionist MP, William Watson of Glasgow, organiser of the Scottish Trades Development Association and Edward James Bruce, 10th Earl of Elgin, a director of the Royal Bank of Scotland, who outlined what the exhibition should attempt to produce: ‘The effort must embrace Scotland as a whole, it must aim at expanding Scottish industry and employment and must not overlook the great asset Scotland has in its charms of scenery and opportunities for holiday, sport and pleasure.’2


It was a stirring call to arms but almost immediately the committee had a problem. Under the rules for regulating and staging international exhibitions agreed by the Bureau International des Expositions (International Exhibitions Bureau) there was no vacancy until 1947. This was clearly too far ahead for the organising committee and as a result it was decided to hold an exhibition which would be centred on the British Empire, similar to one which had been held at Wembley in London in 1924. Not only would such an event fall outside the international regulations but it would also commemorate an entity – the British Empire – which covered 25 per cent of the globe and was home to some 450 million inhabitants.


For Glasgow that had added resonance. Somewhat self-consciously it was styled the ‘Second City of Empire’ (Liverpool also laid claim to the title, as did Calcutta), Clyde-built ships helped to hold the empire together and the heavy industries of the Clyde valley looked to the empire for their main markets. The city was also home to the manufacture of a huge variety of goods, from marine engines and locomotives to carpets and foodstuffs, which were sold all over the world. There was also the experience of the recent past. Glasgow was no stranger to mounting this type of international exhibition: the first, held in Kelvingrove Park in 1888, was the largest to its kind since London’s ‘Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations’ of 1851 with its magnificent centrepiece of the Crystal Palace, a great cathedral of iron and glass which dominated the open ground on the south side of Hyde Park between Queen’s Gate and Rotten Row. Glasgow’s effort was equally successful in promoting ‘the wealth, the productive enterprise and the versatility of the great people who flourish under Her Majesty’s reign’ and it was followed by two further events in 1901 and 1911, the latter of which had the laudable aim of raising funds for the creation of a chair in Scottish history and literature at Glasgow University. (In this it was successful.)


More than any other factor, though, the driving force behind the 1938 Empire Exhibition was the need to galvanise the industries of the west of Scotland in the aftermath of the recent economic downturn. By then twenty years had passed since the end of the First World War, and Scotland’s experience in those decades had been one of general decline and a gradual collapse in confidence. In the immediate aftermath of the conflict the economy had remained reasonably buoyant, mainly as a result of the wartime boom and the optimism generated by the end of the war, but by the early 1920s the alarm bells were ringing. Between 1921 and 1923 shipbuilding on the Clyde dropped from 510,000 tons to 170,000 tons as a result of cancellations, delayed orders and the effects of the Washington Treaty of 1921 which limited the size and extent of Britain’s future warship construction.3 Industrial unrest also added to the problems – a dispute with the boilermakers in 1923 and the effects of the general strike three years later affected production – but the Clyde was already beginning to pay for the artificial boom which had rescued it during the First World War. On 5 January 1931 the unthinkable happened when the last ship to be built at the huge Beardmore complex left the Clyde and the once-busy shipyard at Dalmuir was put up for sale.


Other heavy industries also suffered from the slump, with production at the North British Locomotive Company dropping off by two-thirds during the same period due to falling orders and a lack of confidence in the world markets.4 The railway company mergers of 1923 also affected the industry when the London Midland and Scottish railway absorbed the Caledonian and Glasgow and South-Western, while the London and North-Eastern took over the North British and its subsidiary companies. Direction of both new companies was moved to London, and there was a resultant scaling down of engineering work in Glasgow and Kilmarnock. In the steel industry the huge conglomerate Stewarts & Lloyds relocated from Lanarkshire to Corby in Northamptonshire in 1932, forcing large numbers of the workforce to migrate south; its departure left a huge vacuum in the Clyde’s industrial heartlands. But perhaps the most telling symbol of the decline was the looming bulk of Order Number 534 which occupied Number 4 berth at John Brown’s shipyard at Clydebank. Work on the giant Cunard liner had been suspended on 11 December 1931 and for almost three years the gaunt, unfinished hull had been a sorry symbol of the economic decline and the consequent loss of almost 5,000 jobs. When work was resumed in the spring of 1934 it was greeted with wild enthusiasm, and the eventual launch of the 35,500-ton liner Queen Mary two years later seemed to herald a turnabout in the fortunes of the Clyde’s shipbuilding industry. In the autumn of 1936 the keel was laid for another Cunarder, the Queen Elizabeth, and orders were received for the construction of twenty-two warships including the King George V class battleship Duke of York. Suddenly the good times seemed to have returned, as Clydebank prospered from the rapid re-armament of the Royal Navy with Admiralty work on hand in 1938 reaching 164,911 tons – almost as high as it had been in 1913.5


Other factors affected the decision to mount the exhibition. A new king, Edward VIII had come to the throne in 1936 and Cecil M. Weir, convenor of the Exhibition Committee and a leading banker, argued that ‘coming so early in the reign of the King-Emperor it [the exhibition] would be a fine gesture to the world of the peaceful industrial confidence of the United Kingdom and the Empire overseas and of the undiminished courage, enterprise and resource of the Scottish people’6 Although the country was shaken by the king’s abdication later in the year and his succession by his brother, who reigned as King George VI, there was no slackening of enthusiasm or lack of optimism amongst the exhibition’s organising committee. On the contrary, matters proceeded quickly and smoothly. Following a good deal of discussion and canvassing about the best location in Glasgow, Bellahouston Park was chosen as the venue as it was larger than Kelvingrove and enjoyed reasonable transport links with the city centre two miles away. (Against that, as the exhibition’s historian has noted, ‘the drive out through Tradeston and Plantation would bring the overseas visitor in the closest of contact with some of the worst housing in the Western world.’)7


Despite the recent economic problems, money to fund the exhibition turned out not to be a major issue and in addition to civic contributions from Glasgow and Edinburgh, several Scottish firms proved to be equally generous, with five-figure sums from ICI, the engineering group G. & J. Weir, thread manufacturers J. & P. Coats of Paisley, Fairfield Shipping Company and the Distillers Company. By the time the appeal was launched on 20 October the committee had already raised £100,000, 20 per cent of its target.


From then onwards the planning proceeded apace. Thomas Tait, the designer of Sydney Harbour Bridge and St Andrew’s House in Edinburgh, was appointed lead architect. He proved to be an inspired choice. Quite apart from his leadership qualities, he is best remembered for the construction of the great 300-foot-high Tower of Empire which dominated the park and which was known affectionately as ‘Tait’s Tower’. He also received unstinting support from a large team of young and up-and-coming architects which included Jack Coia, Basil Spence and Esmé Gordon. Throughout the project the idea was to showcase the best of Scottish industry and to produce a vision of what the future might hold for the country. All the buildings were unusually well designed and constructed (even though all of them, bar the Palace of Art, were destined to be temporary structures): there was a concert hall with universally admired acoustics, an Atlantic Restaurant which mirrored an ocean liner and had a menu (plus prices) to match, an amusement park with futuristic rides and even a clachan or model Highland village to hark back to a fondly imagined past. Glasgow city council also took the unprecedented step of allowing licences for the sale of alcohol during the exhibition, although this met with opposition from the Scottish Temperance Alliance which feared a mass outbreak of inebriation, ‘a menace not only to the Exhibition but also the community’.


Equally noteworthy was the speed with which the project progressed. The Countess of Elgin formally turned the first sod in the spring of 1937, and just over a year later, on 3 May 1938, the exhibition was opened by King George VI at nearby Ibrox Stadium. From the outset the exhibition lived up to Lord Elgin’s hope that it would represent ‘Scotland at home to the Empire’. Visitors marvelled at the sweeping clean lines of the main pavilions, the bold use of glass and steel, the open avenues which added to the feeling of spaciousness and innovation. In later life the poet Maurice Lindsay, then a boy, remembered ‘the shimmering cascades of floodlit water’ and catching a glimpse of Mary, the Queen Mother, ‘powdery and frail-looking as an Oscar Wilde heroine’ as she made one of many visits to the event.8 Three types of pavilion were on display – those devoted to the Dominions, those centred on various industrial activities and those mounted by private companies – and there were two distinctly Scottish pavilions which acted as showcases for the country. Fittingly for the west of Scotland, the largest and perhaps the most popular pavilion was the Palace of Engineering which contained large models of the ships which had made the Clyde famous. Pavilions were also given over to the BBC, the Post Office, the Glasgow Herald and The Times.


Even before the exhibition opened, 120,000 season tickets had been sold through a system of purchase by instalment, and by 14 May 1938 one million visitors had made their way to Bellahouston Park. Perhaps the most popular feature, because it was the most fun, was the amusement park which was run under the direction of Billy Butlin, a young Canadian impresario who had opened his first holiday camp at Skegness two years earlier. Here were gathered together the usual type of fairground attractions plus a variety of modern, even futuristic, rides such as a scenic railway with a top speed of 60 m.p.h., a Stratoplane and a huge dodgem track. For many visitors, including this correspondent from the Evening Citizen, the showground was what made the exhibition worthwhile: ‘Everywhere were gadgets for turning you upside down, rolling you round and round, shaking your liver, in short, putting you in any position other than the normal one. Here man (and that means woman too) is twisted, thrown, bumped and shaken, and he likes it. If you doubt me go for yourself. Watch him come off the most fearsome-looking machine smiling and happy, and asking for more and getting it. No wonder that poets sing of the wonderful Spirit of Man.’9


For everyone who made the journey to the exhibition site it proved to be a time out of life which they would never forget, above all the floodlit edifice of Tait’s Tower which seemed to symbolise the optimism which had prompted the event in the first place. But inevitably there were problems. The main drawback was the unseasonable weather; the rainfall was the highest for thirty-five years, and only three summer Saturdays were free of downpours. As a result, attendances fell off with only 71,000 visitors on the last Saturday in July when 200,000 had been expected. Towards the end of the exhibition it was decided to open the exhibition to the unemployed free of charge, but the final tally was disappointing – 12,593,232 – and the event made a loss, which necessitated the making good of financial guarantees (three shillings and five pence in the pound). Other factors also explained the shortfall. Despite the best intentions of the organisers the exhibition was viewed outside Scotland as a purely local affair. There was little mention of it in the English or national press, and further afield it received hardly any notice at all. In its leader of 31 October, at the conclusion of the exhibition, the Glasgow Herald commented somewhat sourly on the ‘half-hearted support that was given by some of the Colonial Governments’ and the lacklustre backing from London and Whitehall.10


Then there was the alarming and rapidly deteriorating international situation which contrasted uneasily with the innocent pleasures to be found inside Bellahouston Park. While thousands of people made their way to celebrate the British Empire and to gaze at its myriad wonders, things were beginning to fall apart in Europe; Nazi Germany had been threatening continental stability ever since Adolf Hitler had assumed the presidency on 2 August 1934, backed by the support of the country’s rapidly expanding armed forces. A rash of sabre-rattling had quickly followed. The existence of the German air force (Luftwaffe) was announced in March 1935; the Rhineland was re-occupied in March 1936, thereby breaking the terms of the Versailles Treaty of 1919; and later that year Germany entered into treaties of friendship with Italy and Japan, the countries which would eventually form the wartime Axis powers.


But it was in 1938, the year of the Empire Exhibition, that Hitler’s aggression increased with alarming intensity and rapidity. On 11 March German forces moved into neighbouring Austria to complete the Anschluss, a political union which was expressly forbidden by Versailles but one which Hitler declared to be a natural and popular fait accompli. Emboldened by the lack of any opposition from the other western powers, Hitler orchestrated another crisis in the summer by exploiting the demands of German-speaking Sudetens to cede from Czechoslovakia and to join the German Reich, as Germany had become. On 12 August the German Army was mobilised as Hitler demanded that the annexation should be allowed, claiming in passing that it would be his last territorial claim in Europe. For a while it seemed that a conflict was inevitable. It was what Hitler wanted, a limited military operation against the Czechs both to test his armed forces and to make good his intentions to dominate middle and eastern Europe, but against expectation Britain suddenly intervened in the crisis.


At the time Britain had no obligation to defend Czechoslovakia. It was not part of its sphere of interest, there was no treaty with the country and the prime minister Neville Chamberlain told parliament that there was no point in going to war against Germany ‘unless we had a reasonable prospect of being able to beat her to her knees in a reasonable time and of that he could see no sign’. He knew that the re-armament programme begun in the previous year was not complete and he understood, too, that the country had no appetite for the kind of intervention that had taken Britain to war in 1914. But the claims of realpolitik also had to be addressed. France was in alliance with Czechoslovakia and would have to be supported if a wider European conflict broke out. As the situation deteriorated and became more precarious, Chamberlain decided to regain the initiative by flying to Germany to meet Hitler face-to-face at his summer retreat at Berchtesgaden in the Bavarian Alps.


It was a parlous mission and it turned September into a worrying month for the people of Britain, who still had vivid memories of the previous conflict and were desperately anxious to avoid going to war again. As it turned out, it took two further meetings at Bad Godesburg and Munich for Chamberlain to come to an agreement which forced Hitler to back down. At a meeting on 29 September attended by delegates from Britain, France, Italy and Germany (but not Czechoslovakia) the Sudeten Germans were given self-determination within agreed boundaries, and for the moment the crisis was over. It was a triumph for democratic principles over the threat of force, and Chamberlain was judged to be its architect. History’s verdict has been less kind. Appeasement gradually became a dirty word and Chamberlain has been blamed for being naïve when he stated in the House of Commons on 3 October that ‘under the new system of guarantees the new Czechoslovakia will find a greater security than she has ever enjoyed in the past’. That turned out to be wishful thinking, but Chamberlain did at least buy much-needed breathing space at a time when Britain was not in any position to wage a continental war. The overwhelming emotion was one of relief, and even his political opponents were grateful. During the same parliamentary session James Maxton, MP for Bridgeton, rose to thank the prime minister for doing ‘something that the mass of common people of the country wanted done’. Earlier in his career Maxton had been one of the ‘Red Clydesiders’ and an ardent conscientious objector who spent time in prison in 1916 after being found guilty of sedition.


In September 1938 others felt the same way as Maxton did and many of those who trooped into Bellahouston Park also recalled the widespread relief that war had been averted. Even so, the tensions of Munich impinged on the event’s dying days. Before the exhibition finally closed the army put on display some of its most modern military equipment and there was a mock bombing raid carried out by three RAF Hawker Hind light bombers of 603 Squadron from RAF Turnhouse near Edinburgh. With the defending searchlights and anti-aircraft artillery beating off the attackers it gave spectators a thrilling show, but it was also an eerie preview of things to come.


To the very end the rain was an ever-present theme and the 364,092 visitors on the last day, 29 October, were treated to relentless showers which failed to dampen their spirits. At midnight it was all over, and almost immediately the builders moved in again to begin the task of dismantling the pavilions and the buildings which had given so much pleasure to so many people. Some of the structures survived in other guises. The Palace of Engineering was moved to Prestwick airport where it is still in use; the South African pavilion was purchased by ICI for use at their works at Ardeer; and the Empire Cinema, designed by Alister MacDonald, son of former prime minister Ramsay MacDonald, was moved to Lochgilphead where it later became a travel lodge. The Highland clachan was shipped across the Atlantic to resurface in San Francisco. Most of the lumber and the remaining materials were simply auctioned off. As for Tait’s Tower, the stately edifice which epitomised the exhibition and which could be seen from at least a hundred miles away, it was kept in place and was intended to remain as a memorial to the enterprise. However, it was not to be as the costs of maintaining the edifice eventually proved to be prohibitive, and although a few seaside towns offered unsuccessfully to purchase the tower it was demolished the following summer. Persistent rumours claimed that Tait’s Tower was removed because it could have offered a navigational aid to enemy bombers, but that seems unlikely as the demolition took place in July 1939 before war had broken out. Today, only the 3,000-ton concrete base remains to show where the futuristic structure once stood on the ridge above the park.


And so it was all over. Scotland had enjoyed a long summer in which it had been at the centre of the empire, so to speak, and the visitors to the exhibition had been given a glimpse of what the future world might hold for them with broad open avenues and elegant visionary buildings constructed in concrete, steel and glass. For a brief few months it seemed that the future had arrived and that Scotland would prosper as a result, but ten months later the country and its empire were at war again, fighting for their survival. As for Bellahouston Park, it was quickly put on a war footing and became a temporary barracks for Polish troops who fled to Scotland after the Nazi invasion of their country in September 1939 (see Chapter 9). With the park covered in tents and huts, it was as if the exhibition and all its high ideals had never been.





1   Here We Go Again



In the summer of 1933 the poet Edwin Muir returned to Scotland with his wife Willa Anderson to spend some time in Orkney where he had been born on 15 May 1887 on the island of Wyre. It was a poignant moment. Ever since leaving the islands during his early teenage years, Orkney had transmogrified in his mind into a Paradise Lost, his childhood a Golden Age to which he could never return. To Muir’s way of thinking it was little sort of banishment, and the change in his fortunes could not have been more dramatic. From the bucolic calm of a farming background he was plunged into grinding poverty in Glasgow where his parents and two brothers died and he was forced to work in a rendering factory, an experience which left deep mental scars. Absolution arrived when he married and escaped from Glasgow to live in Europe where he built up an enviable reputation as translator of writers such as Franz Kafka and Heinrich Mann, but always in his mind’s eye he had been in exile from a remote but kindly world which had helped to fashion his poetry and the man he had become. Work was another impetus; he was after all a professional writer. Not only did the Orkney visit rekindle his love for the place of his birth and give him the opportunity to recapture the echoes of the past through his poetry, it also produced the impetus for writing Scottish Journey, an account of a personal peregrination through a country which he thought he knew intimately but by the mid-1930s he discovered that he hardly knew at all.


When Muir had left Scotland in 1919 the economy was still reasonably buoyant thanks to the artificial post-war boom which had benefited the shipbuilding and heavy industries in the west, and the resilience of coal in Lanarkshire and in the Lothian and Fife fields. As it turned out, though, the initial optimism of that first year of peace was mirage, and by the middle of the next decade and into the 1930s Scotland had entered a difficult and challenging period. The official statistics provide stark evidence of a sharp economic decline: within the twenty years between 1913 and 1933 shipbuilding on the Clyde had fallen from a record 757,000 tons to a meagre 56,000 tons; the production of steel had fallen from 20 per cent of the UK output to 11.5 per cent; pig iron from 13.5 per cent to 5.5 per cent; and the fishing industry had seen its numbers fall from 33,283 fishermen to 26,344.1 There had also been a worrying reduction in the numbers of people working on the land: in 1921 the census carried out by the Board of Agriculture showed that the number of male workers had dropped from 175,651 in 1911 to 169,984 ten years later.2


Politics too had changed the complexion of the country. The old Liberal hegemony which had held the country together for so many years had disappeared during the war. The main beneficiaries had been the Conservatives and Labour; the latter party won 34 seats and 35.9 per cent of the total votes cast in the 1924 general election. This allowed the first Labour administration to come into power under the leadership of Ramsay MacDonald, albeit with the support of the Liberals. A second election later that year returned the Conservatives under Stanley Baldwin with a total of 415 seats, 38 of them in Scotland. Labour dropped to 152, with 26 in Scotland, but the biggest losers were the Liberals who ended up with only 42 seats, 9 of which were in Scotland. When Labour won the next election with another minority government in 1929 it was the largest party in the House of Commons. However MacDonald’s promising career ended sadly and messily in the summer of 1931 when he was forced into forming an unpopular National Government during a financial crisis which almost brought about the collapse of the pound. Viewed as a traitor by the left – most unfairly – MacDonald stood down four years later, a broken man.


It was against that background that Muir set out on his perambulation around Scotland, and the result is one of the sharpest pieces of analysis ever to have been written about the country and its people. He began his journey in Edinburgh where, like many others before him, he was made uncomfortably aware of the contiguity of the wealthy and the poor, as evidenced by the closeness, yet apartness, of the neighbouring New and Old Towns, the former the home of the wealthy professional classes, the latter a sordid slum. He also became conscious of the all-pervasive ‘floating sexual desire’ which he encountered in the city’s streets and ‘adjacent pockets and backwaters: the tea-rooms, restaurants and cinema lounges’. Conviviality and restraint seemed to march hand-in-hand in the capital, and the memory of Scottish history overlaid everything encountered in a city that Muir did not find to be particularly Scottish.3 From Edinburgh he headed south to the Borders where he discovered, to his delight, that the small towns still had active lives of their own and retained a sturdy independence. This stage also allowed him to visit Abbotsford near Selkirk, the home of Sir Walter Scott, but Muir was unimpressed, likening the building to a ‘a railway hotel designed in the baronial style’ and its collection of relics to an arsenal reflecting ‘violent and dramatic masculine action’.4


Another Scottish literary icon, Robert Burns, also received critical treatment when Muir moved on to Ayrshire by way of the south-west. Unlike Abbotsford, he found that the poet’s cottage in Alloway was less a museum and more a place where ‘a human being could live with decency and dignity’, but he was contemptuous of the cult surrounding Burns, describing it as ‘a vested interest, jealously preserved like all vested interests’.5 From there Glasgow beckoned, and as he made his way towards the city he became aware that he was leaving the Scotland of myth and history and entering contemporary Scotland with its ‘spectre of Industrialism’. This is the beating heart of Scottish Journey, and Muir’s narrative produced the best set-piece descriptions of what most of the central belt of Scotland was like during the 1930s. Much of what he experienced was coloured by his sojourn in the city a dozen years earlier, but what struck him were the changes that had been brought about by unemployment at a time when 69 per cent of Glasgow’s registered shipbuilding workers were out of a job:


Thousands of young men started out a little over twenty years ago with the ambition of making a modest position in the world, of marrying a wife and founding a family. And thousands of them have seen that hope vanish, probably never to return for the rest of their lives. This is surely one of the most astonishing signs of our time: the disappearance in whole areas of society of a hope so general at one time that not to have it would have seemed unnatural. As for the generation of unemployed who have risen since the war, many of them are not even acquainted with this hope.6


In fact, by the time the book was published in 1935, the Muirs had decided to settle in St Andrews – the decision to return to Scotland having been cemented by Scottish Journey – and there were signs of a gradual recovery across the country. Government subsidies allowed work to begin again on the ship that would become the Cunard liner Queen Mary, and against the background of the worsening international situation a policy of re-armament benefited the shipbuilding, steel and heavy engineering industries. As had happened in the First World War, the need for sandbags came as a lifeline to the jute industry in Dundee, and under the terms of the Special Areas (Development and Improvement) Act of 1934, government funds were made available to areas where unemployment was 40 per cent of the insured workforce. This brought much-needed public sector projects and employment to Scotland’s ‘special area’ which was identified as Clydebank and North Lanarkshire. Another interventionist measure was the creation of the Scottish Economic Committee which was formally recognised in 1936 as the main instrument for finding solutions to the country’s economic problems. In a time of despair it provided a degree of hope, but many of its initiatives such as the creation of the Hillington Industrial Estate in Renfrewshire were largely palliative rather than remedial. As was noted at the time, Hillington only created 15,000 mainly menial jobs while the government’s naval rearmament programme rejuvenated the Clyde by ploughing £80 million into orders for new warships.7


Muir ended his odyssey in Orkney after making his way north through the Highlands which predictably he found to be beautiful but empty and made a wasteland by the clearances of the previous century. It also allowed him the opportunity try to make sense of his experiences and to put them into a social, economic and political perspective. Generally speaking, his findings were gloomy both about the country and its people whom he found to be lacking a cause which they could support in order to get Scotland out of its slough of despond. He had little enthusiasm for the nationalist movement in general or for the National Party in particular which he reckoned was ‘numerically so weak as to be negligible’.8 It had come into being in 1928, becoming the Scottish National Party (SNP) six years later following amalgamation with the moderate Scottish Party, but, as Muir pointed out, its impact on Scottish politics was insignificant. Sporadic attempts had been made in 1924 and 1927 to revive the home rule legislation which had been scuppered by the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, but the SNP was usually viewed as a minority party dominated by extremists or eccentrics. There might have been a good deal of nationalist sentiment within the country as a result of the dire economic conditions and a perception that not enough was being done for Scotland but this did not translate into votes, and at the 1935 election the SNP only contested eight seats, winning 16 per cent of the poll.


Outside the political spectrum, though, nationalism did have a number of powerful adherents amongst the intelligentsia, and none was more influential than the poet who wrote under the name of Hugh MacDiarmid. During the First World War Christopher Murray Grieve had served on the Salonika front with the Royal Army Medical Corps, and on demobilisation he had gone on, almost single-handedly, to lead a cultural revolution aimed at transforming Scottish literature. As his biographer put it, he had lost faith with the Independent Labour Party (ILP) and Fabian socialism which dominated the left in Scotland and ‘he now held firmly nationalistic opinions about the economic state and inferior political status of Scotland.’9 MacDiarmid began writing poetry in Scots, and from those early efforts he evolved the idea of a Scottish renaissance movement whose aim was to dissociate Scottish writing from the vernacular-based poetry of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and to bring it into line with contemporary political thinking. Like W. B. Yeats, T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound he was aware of the post-war exhaustion of English culture and of the need to explore a new means of self-expression. As a result he put his faith in the idea of a ‘synthetic Scots’, an etymologically based language which would ‘adapt an essentially rural tongue to the very much more complex requirements of our urban civilisation’.10


Ironically, MacDiarmid was expelled from the National Party when its left wing was purged in preparation for the creation of the SNP. He then joined the Communist Party only to be expelled in 1938 for ‘nationalist deviation’. Other literary figures who flirted with nationalist politics included a trio of novelists – Eric Linklater, who stood unsuccessfully for the National Party in the East Fife by-election in 1933, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, the author of the Scots Quair trilogy which lamented the break-up of the farming community, and Compton Mackenzie, a bestselling author and dramatist who had served in the intelligence services during the First World War. Of the three, Mackenzie was the most eccentric in his approach to nationalism but his literary prestige ensured that his ideas were given publicity. At heart he was a romantic and a sentimental Jacobite whose ideas were best expressed in the Pictish Review, one of the many publications edited by MacDiarmid: ‘All the dreams that haunt us – the salvation of Gaelic, the revival of Braid Scots, a Gaelic University in Inverness, the repopulation of the glens, a Celtic federation, and a hundred other things, will only embody themselves when we have a Scottish Free State under the Crown.’11


It was an extreme view which managed to be parochial, even Brigadoonish, in its approach, but despite the fractures within the movement and the occasional dottiness which frightened off potential supporters the Westminster government took Scottish nationalism seriously. In 1926 the post of Secretary of State for Scotland came into being, thereby providing Scotland’s senior politician with a permanent place in the Cabinet, and ten years later work began on the construction of St Andrew’s House in Edinburgh which was built on the site of the old Calton Jail to enable the Scottish Office to have a centralised presence in Edinburgh. Until then its main departments – Health, Education, Agriculture and Fishery – sprawled over eighteen different locations, and the new building brought a sense of unity and centralisation when it opened in 1939 to a design by Thomas Tait, the leading architect of the earlier Empire Exhibition in Glasgow. True to form the plans for the new building had caused considerable controversy in Edinburgh – the resulting building has been likened to a Soviet-era railway station – and its function has also been queried. Although some historians such as James Kellas hailed its opening as a moment which ‘accelerated the movement towards political separatism’, Christopher Harvie noted that it only gave Scotland what Dublin had received at the time of the Act of Union of 1801, while Richard Finlay has claimed that ‘administrative devolution provided the appearance of greater autonomy without compromising the existing political structure’s ability to set the agenda and dictate policy.’12


While these events were unfolding it is easy to understand Muir’s exasperation but his alternative solution was hardly more practical. He favoured a hundred years of socialism and the imposition of ‘social credit’, a fashionable economic system evolved by Major C. H. Douglas, a wartime aviation engineer of Scottish descent who based his theory on the observation ‘that we are living under a system of accountancy which renders the delivery of the nation’s goods and services to itself a technical impossibility’.13 Douglas’s thinking gathered considerable support but the concept was difficult to grasp, a fact ridiculed by Linklater in his novel Magnus Merriman (1934) in which the character Hugh Skene, a thinly fictionalised MacDiarmid, ‘refused to explain the system because, as he logically declared, an explanation would be wasted on people still ignorant of its fundamental hypotheses.’14 None the less, Muir was adamant that ‘Scotland needs a hundred years of Douglasism to sweat out of it the individualism which destroyed it as a nation and has brought it to where it is.’15


There were a number of reasons for the prevailing political confusion which enveloped Scotland in the 1930s. First and foremost was the sense of defeatism caused by the depressed economy and its side effects – the high unemployment (at one stage never less than 23 per cent of the available workforce), the lack of investment, low wages and an alarming rise in emigration between the censuses of 1921 and 1931 which saw an annual loss of an average of 80 per thousand people (compared to 5 per thousand in England). Towards the end of the 1930s the deteriorating international situation was also a factor and encouraged the popularity of ‘popular front’ politics to oppose the policy of appeasement of Nazi Germany. As we have seen, throughout that period Hitler had made a succession of increasingly outrageous territorial demands, and the arrival of 1939 brought no cessation of his bellicose rhetoric. On 15 March German forces occupied Bohemia and Moravia, and Hitler was driven in triumph through Prague as Czechoslovakia fell into Nazi hands. At the same time he made threatening noises about Poland, a move which was countered on 1 April by Britain and France which jointly guaranteed Polish territorial integrity as a tripwire to deter further German threats.


War was now more or less inevitable and the mood of the country began to change. The euphoria of Munich became a memory, opposition to re-armament evaporated, appeasement became an unmentionable word and opposition to fascism hardened. The Committee of Imperial Defence began to plan for war: the first steps were taken to create an expeditionary force to serve in France, the Royal Navy moved onto a war footing and plans were laid to bomb German industrial targets. On 27 April there was a further escalation when conscription was introduced in peacetime for the first time in Britain with the passing of the Military Training Act which obliged men aged twenty and twenty-one to undertake six months’ military training.


Attempts were also made to woo the Soviet Union into a pact which would be similar to the triple entente of the First World War. However these ended on 23 August when Josef Stalin entered into a non-aggression pact with Hitler who had already decided that Poland should be his next target and did not want to trigger Soviet animosity. Also known as the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, it was a cynical piece of diplomacy which divided Eastern Europe, including Poland, into Nazi and Soviet spheres of influence. As the month neared its end there was a sense that war was not only imminent but necessary, both to save the country and to check Hitler’s growing domination of Europe. On the day before the pact was signed the German leader had convened his senior generals and told them that he wanted them ‘to unpityingly and mercilessly send men, women and children of Polish descent and language to death. This is the only way to gain the Lebensraum [living space] we need.’16 A week later, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS) General Sir Henry Pownall noted in his diary: ‘We must finish the Nazi regime this time, to compromise and discuss is useless, it will all happen again . . . we must have a war. We can’t lose it.’17


In addition to the military and naval preparations the first civil defence measures began to appear across the UK, and the newspapers were full of advice about what should be done in the event of the expected air raids. On 24 August parliament passed the Emergency Powers (Defence) Act which gave it wide-ranging authority to do whatever was required to maintain the defence of the realm. The following day vulnerable points were taken over by soldiers of the Territorial Army. (The War Diary of 5th Highland Light Infantry recorded the fact: ‘Cowlairs [railway] Tunnel occupied by 2/Lt G. R. Dunn, 8 NCOs [non-commissioned officers] and 24 Ptes [privates].’18) This, and subsequent legislation, effectively suspended all civil liberties for the war, and while the moves were broadly welcomed they did cause concern. When some criminal cases were held in camera in Greenock Sheriff Court, Arthur Woodburn, Labour MP for Clackmannanshire and East Stirlingshire made a complaint in parliament but was assured by the Solicitor-General that as these cases involved the movement of warships the powers conferred by section 6 of the Act had been invoked.


The whole question of curtailing liberties was discussed throughout the first parliamentary session of the war and the general feeling, as expressed by Sir Dingle Foot, Liberal MP for Dundee, was that the safety of the state had to come first. After apologising for using the word ‘English’ to describe the country’s victory in the War of the Spanish Succession he said that the theory had been tested in Marlborough’s time and it still held good in 1939: ‘We think that once again, by the same methods and along the same lines, we can contradict the expectations of many people on the Continent of Europe, but it seems to many of us – and certainly to Hon. Members who sit in this part of the House – that this can be achieved only if, at a time of emergency and war, instead of trying to suspend our free institutions, we jealously preserve them.’19


In addition to the legislation other practical measures were announced. Reservists were called up to rejoin the armed forces, and Air Raid Precaution (ARP) wardens were put on standby to make sure that the rigorous blackout regulations would be enforced after nightfall. Calls were also made for volunteers to increase the size of Scotland’s fire brigades from 21,000 to 300,000, and for the creation of 200,000 auxiliary policemen to augment the 70,000 officers already serving in Scotland. Gas masks had also been issued and tested, and newspapers carried poignant photographs of children standing in serried ranks with the cumbersome rubber masks hiding their faces. In the event of a gas attack they would have been useless, but that summer they were an important part of people’s lives at a time when it was feared that the Germans would use gas or chemical bombs against the civilian population.20


As had happened in the previous conflict people remembered the summer of 1939 as being one of the best in living memory. In stark contrast to the rain which had made the previous summer months such a trial, Scotland enjoyed high temperatures and sunny skies. At the time the future poet and critic Maurice Lindsay was on holiday with his family in the Kyles of Bute on the Clyde and he could see that they were living on borrowed time. In the previous summer he had been commissioned in the 9th Cameronians, a Territorial Army battalion, and as a critic of appeasement he was perhaps better placed to see that ‘reality demanded repayment’: ‘It was especially difficult to believe that the scent of the old-fashioned roses in the garden, the soft peach-down on the arms of the girls with whom we played idle tennis or gently dallied, and the cheerful phut-phut-phut-phut of the busy paddle steamers fussing over the glinting, sunny Clyde, was but a surface cover over the menacing march of distant soldiers bearing death and destruction on a scale we could not visualise but found it impossible not to fear. Yet so it was.’21


The balmy weather and holiday atmosphere only added to the sense of unreality as the situation became more tense in Europe, with Hitler increasing pressure on Poland by threatening to occupy the Baltic port of Danzig (Gdansk) which was a free city under the mandate of the League of Nations. As German forces began to assemble along the eastern border of Poland the people of Scotland went on with their business as if they were divorced from events which were not part of their lives. How could they not have done otherwise? On the last Saturday of peace, 2 September, there were full crowds at all the main football matches in the Scottish League where Rangers beat Third Lanark 2–1 in front of 30,000 spectators at Cathkin Park, Celtic defeated Clyde 1–0 in a close-fought game at Parkhead, Hearts overcame Motherwell 4–2 at Tynecastle, while Albion Rovers outclassed Hibernian 5–3 at Cliftonhill. They were the last official competitive football games to be played for seven years.


By then the fighting had already started. On the previous day, 1 September, in the early hours of the morning the first shots of the conflict had been fired when the aging German pre-Dreadnought battleship Schleswig-Holstein opened fire on the Polish naval base at Westerplatte in Danzig while making a courtesy visit to the port. At the same time a border incident was fabricated and four German divisions of Army Group North poured into the ‘Polish Corridor’, the disputed territory which provided Poland with access to the Baltic while cutting off Germany from East Prussia. Ahead of the advancing tanks flew strike aircraft such as the much feared Junkers Ju-87 (Stuka) dive-bomber which began pounding strategic targets and machine-gunning anyone on the ground. These were the tactics of blitzkrieg (lightning war) and from the outset it was apparent that they were both terrifying for those on the receiving end and hugely successful for those carrying them out. Close-range artillery fire was also useful in neutralising Polish defences as was the sheer weight of the infantry assault on Polish positions.22


In response to the German aggression, Lord Halifax, the British foreign secretary, sent a curt message to Hitler informing him that Britain would fulfil its obligations to Poland unless German forces withdrew, but the German leader was not in the mood to respond to firm words. There was a delay as the formal diplomatic response had to be finalised with France, and there was some last-minute wavering in Paris, but at nine o’clock on the morning of 3 September Sir Neville Henderson, Britain’s ambassador to Germany, delivered an ultimatum stating that if hostilities did not stop by 11 a.m. a state of war would exist between Great Britain and Germany. Hitler did not respond and a quarter of an hour later Chamberlain went on the radio to announce to the British people that they were at war with Germany.


It was a moment which no one would ever forget. Although Chamberlain’s broadcast had been trailed by the BBC earlier in the morning, many people were attending church services when the declaration of war was made. Bill King, a miner’s son from Dalkeith, was with his family in St John’s Church when the minister made the announcement from the pulpit, and he remembered that the effect on the congregation was ‘just absolute stillness’. For Constance Ross, attending a similar church service in Buckhaven in Fife, the moment was even more dramatic. During the reading there was a knock on the main door which was answered by the beadle who then turned to the congregation to confirm their worst fears: ‘That was Civil Defence to tell us that Neville Chamberlain the Prime Minister has just announced over the radio that we are now at war with Germany. You’ve to go home immediately, take shelter and wait for further instructions.’ Years later, on the seventieth anniversary of the outbreak of the war Constance Ross still recalled a ‘feeling of dread and uncertainty as we scuttled home, looking fearfully upwards, expecting an aerial bombardment at any moment.’23


No sooner had the declaration of war been made than the air-raid sirens sounded in Edinburgh, the result of an enemy aircraft reported off Berwick-on-Tweed. A few minutes later came the ‘all clear’ when it was found to be a false alarm. In the west of Scotland Chamberlain’s announcement was followed by the onset of a late summer thunderstorm, the thunder and lightning providing another harbinger of the sound and fury of the years ahead. That evening the Edinburgh Evening News published a special edition announcing the declaration of war and carrying other pages of announcements including the news that ‘from now until further notice the one o’clock time gun at Edinburgh Castle will not be fired’.24


While these were natural precautions, and steps had to be taken to put the country on a war footing, the initial excitement and momentum was followed by a curious lull. In the opening months of the war it became clear that the Germans had laid no immediate plans to attempt to invade Britain or to attack civilian targets. However, that exclusion did not extend to traffic on the sea, and as a result Scotland was to play a part in an incident which led to the first Allied civilian loss of life in the conflict. Two days earlier, shortly after midday on 1 September, the Glasgow-registered Donaldson Atlantic liner SS Athenia left Princes Dock in Glasgow bound for Montreal. (Some of the dockers booed the departure, claiming that the passengers were ‘cowards’ who were deserting the country.) En route she called at Liverpool and Belfast, and on the day that war was declared she was sailing to the north-west of Ireland, some sixty miles south of Rockall. So too was U-30, a type VIIA Atlantic submarine under the command of Fritz-Julius Lemp, one of twenty-seven long-range boats which had been ordered to put to sea on 22 August to patrol the area to the west of Britain as far south as the Straits of Gibraltar. On the outbreak of war all the boats had gone on a war footing which meant that they had to operate under the terms of the Prisenordnung (prize regulations) which permitted them to stop and search merchant ships and to ensure the safety of passengers and crew before sinking them.


At that point the Germans had no intention of waging unrestricted submarine operations as they had done in 1917. Not only was this outlawed under the London Naval Treaty of 1936, but Hitler was still hopeful of reaching a diplomatic settlement with Britain and France. With that in mind Lemp and his fellow captains had been ordered not to attack Allied vessels of any kind. All that changed as dusk fell across the Atlantic when Lemp sighted a large blacked-out vessel sailing westward on a zigzag course. This was the Athenia under the command of Captain James Cook carrying its complement of 350 crew and 1,103 passengers, many of them Americans escaping the coming war. Unsure of what action to take – the vessel was sailing an unusual course and showed no lights – Lemp submerged U-30 and began tracking his target. Clearly it was a medium-sized liner but it also seemed to be behaving suspiciously, and Lemp might have believed that it was either a troopship or an armed merchantman. At any rate he was taking no chances, and shortly after 7.30 p.m. he fired two torpedoes. One misfired, but the other slammed into the port side of Athenia and exploded in number five hold, smashing the bulkhead between the boiler and engine room and destroying the stairways in the third-class accommodation.


A huge column of spray shot skywards, and Athenia began settling by the stern as panic-stricken passengers thronged the decks. As preparations for evacuation were hurriedly put in place distress signals were sent from the radio room. These were picked up at the Malin Head receiving station, prompting a rescue operation involving three British destroyers (HMS Electra, HMS Fame and HMS Escort), a Norwegian tanker (Knute Nelson), a Swedish yacht (Southern Cross) and a US tanker (City of Flint). Despite mishaps during the operation when one of the lifeboats was crushed by Knute Nelson’s propeller, the casualty list was relatively small – ninety-eight passengers and nineteen crew. Athenia eventually sank the following day, and the first survivors began arriving a day later. Those taken to Galway by the Knute Nelson received a warm welcome, but there was chaos when the British destroyers arrived at fogbound Greenock on 5 September. The survivors found themselves on a quay where a sugar ship was unloading, and it took the initiative of Donald Maclean, Greenock’s Inspector of Public Assistance to retrieve the situation. Two days later he informed the Scottish Office: ‘Having visited the scene and witnessed the awful condition of the survivors I, with the concurrence of the Provost and Town Clerk, immediately secured from a large Drapery Firm in the town, sufficient new clothing, comprising Suits, Dresses, Boots etc, and all manner of underwear, both ladies, gents and childrens [sic] and within 1 hour of their arrival the survivors were all suitably clothed for their journey by buses to Glasgow.’25


The cost to the Corporation of Greenock was £733, and Maclean hoped that this would be made good by the government. Although there was an outbreak of local generosity with an appeal led by Glasgow’s Lord Provost Patrick Dollan which raised £5,707, both the Scottish Office and the Treasury refused to make any funds available to cover the cost of the clothes given to the survivors at Greenock.26


By then British submarines had also been in action. Shortly after the outbreak of war HMS Oxley, a Dundee-based O-class submarine from the 2nd Submarine Flotilla was sunk by a sister boat HMS Triton while on patrol close to the Obrestad light on the Norwegian coast. Shortly before war was declared the flotilla had deployed to Dundee and this was their first offensive patrol which had in fact begun on 24 August. It ended in tragedy late at night on 10 September when Triton’s officer of the watch noticed another submarine, also on the surface, on the port bow. Although three warnings were given on the box lamp and a final warning was made by firing green flares by rifle grenade, there was no response. Triton’s captain, Lieutenant Commander H. P. de C. Steel, RN, concluded that it was a German U-boat, and ordered tubes 7 and 8 to be fired with a three-second interval. Less than a minute later, an explosion was heard: it was Oxley which sank almost immediately. Three survivors were found, including the boat’s commanding officer, but one of them was drowned during the rescue operation. On the return to Dundee a Board of Inquiry found that Steel had done all he reasonably could in the circumstances. Oxley was out of position, Triton had acted correctly, and as a result the first Allied submarine casualty of the war was due to what later came to be known as ‘friendly fire’.27 At the time the loss of Oxley was attributed variously to an internal explosion or to a collision with Triton, and the truth was not revealed until the 1950s. As for Triton, it too was sunk a year later, in December 1940, while on patrol in the southern Adriatic.


It had proved impossible, though, to disguise the fate of the Athenia, and inevitably its sinking caused international outrage. Comparisons were made with the similar torpedoing of the Lusitania in 1915, but the Germans countered the anger with propaganda claims that the ship had been sunk by a mine or deliberately by a British submarine. They also took steps to cover up the incident: Lemp did not note it in his log, his crew was sworn to silence, it was not mentioned in the war diary of German U-boat Command and the whole facts were not made available until after the war. A few days after the incident Lemp was in action again when he sank another Glasgow-registered ship – the merchantman Blair Logie – but only after he had permitted the crew to take to the lifeboats. Towards the end of U-30’s tour it was involved in a bizarre incident when it was attacked by three Blackburn Sea Skua dive bombers of 803 Squadron flying from the carrier HMS Ark Royal. Two of the aircraft were destroyed by dropping their bombs too early, and the surviving pilots were picked up by Lemp to become prisoners of war. One thing was certain: the submarine was back as a key component in naval warfare. A steady succession of further sinkings followed in Scottish and Irish waters, including the obsolescent aircraft carrier HMS Courageous which was torpedoed to the west of Ireland on 17 September.


As for Lemp, he did not survive long, succumbing to gunfire from the destroyers HMS Broadway and HMS Bulldog after his new command U-110 was depth-charged to the surface south of Greenland on 9 May 1941. Bulldog’s commander, Captain Joe Baker-Cresswell, was initially intent on sinking U-110 by ramming but pulled out at the last minute to take her into captivity intact. It was a judicious decision: on board the submarine the boarding party led by Sub-Lieutenant David Balme, RNVR, found a top-secret Enigma coding machine together with its code-books, a vital piece of intelligence which enabled British code-breakers to decipher signals sent between German warships and submarines and their home headquarters. For the British it proved to be a priceless discovery, and just as Lemp kept quiet about his part in the sinking of the Athenia, so was it never disclosed by the Royal Navy that his second command, the U-110, had fallen into enemy hands.


There was another grim homecoming on the Clyde involving the loss of civilian passengers when the destroyer HMS Hurricane docked at Gourock on 19 September 1940 carrying 105 survivors from the torpedoing of the Ellerman Lines passenger liner SS City of Benares. Once again the ship had fallen victim to a U-boat attack while crossing the Atlantic, on this occasion as part of the westbound Convoy OB-213 which had left Liverpool on 13 September heading for the Canadian ports of Quebec and Montreal. Although by then the country was becoming hardened to the losses of merchant and passenger ships to submarine attack, this incident was made worse by the fact that amongst the passengers on City of Benares were ninety children who were being evacuated to Canada under the terms of a scheme operated by the Children’s Overseas Reception Board (CORB). This well-meaning organisation had been established with government sponsorship earlier in the year to co-ordinate the growing activities of wealthy families who were sending their children overseas to escape the increasing dangers of enemy air attack and the threat of German invasion. They were also responding to offers of hospitality from families in countries friendly to the UK, notably Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and the United States, to provide safe havens for children at risk, and whose parents could afford the necessary expense of travel. To co-ordinate the British response to these offers, an interdepartmental committee was established, chaired by the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for the Dominions, Geoffrey Shakespeare, and including representatives from the Ministries of Health, Labour, and Pensions, the Dominions, Home, Foreign and Scottish Offices, the Treasury and the Board of Education. As a result the committee formed CORB with the following terms of reference: ‘To consider offers from overseas to house and care for children, whether accompanied or unaccompanied, from the European War Zone, residing in Great Britain, including children orphaned by the war and to make recommendations thereon.’28 A special Board for Scotland with its own Advisory Council was also established, and while it followed the policy laid down by CORB, a Scottish Liaison Officer was appointed to keep the Scottish Office informed of daily decisions and progress being made.


Through organisations such as Barnardos, Quarriers and Fairbridge, Britain had a long history of organising juvenile emigration, sending children, mainly paupers and orphans, to live and work in the Dominions as farm labourers and domestic servants. Those involved thought that they had the best interests of the children at heart, but this was the first time that children had been evacuated in time of war, and the first time, too, that those involved came from mainly wealthy families. Perhaps because it was thought to be a temporary exile, CORB had been inundated with 200,000 applications between June and August 1940 when the scheme was suspended. The first to be chosen came from areas which were thought to be especially vulnerable to bombing, and in that initial period CORB selected 2,664 children for evacuation. Canada received the bulk of them – 1,532 in nine parties, while three parties sailed for Australia, a total of 577, a further 353 went to South Africa in two parties and 202 to New Zealand, again in two parties. During the selection process it was agreed that at least 10 per cent should be Scottish applicants, and each sailing party was selected with care to represent a cross-section of British society.


By the end of the summer a further 24,000 children had been approved for sailing in that time, and over 1,000 escorts, including doctors and nurses, had also been chosen. At a time when Britain was facing the very real danger of German invasion, CORB was considered to be a success story even though it was already becoming apparent that there would be insufficient shipping to transport the chosen children to their destinations. Fears were also expressed about the wisdom of risking children on the high seas at a time when the U-boat menace was growing – the Dutch liner Volendam was damaged off the west coast of Scotland on 30 August while carrying 320 children – and as a result of those concerns CORB decided that evacuee ships crossing the Atlantic should sail in convoy.


However even that sensible move could not save those who perished on the City of Benares. Launched at Port Glasgow in 1935, she was a fast and modern liner, and was made the flagship of the nineteen-strong convoy which was under the command of Rear Admiral E. J. G. Mackinnon, DSO, RN. In that position she was the lead ship in the centre column, but that made her an obvious target when the convoy was 600 miles off the west coast of Ireland in the gap between the extent of the Royal Navy’s escort provision and the US neutrality zone. At that point, some 250 miles west of Rockall, Mackinnon was forced to lose his escorts, the destroyer HMS Winchelsea and two sloops which broke off to meet the eastbound Convoy HX-71, a move which gave Kapitänleutnant Heinrich Bleichrodt of the shadowing U-48 his opportunity to attack. Although two torpedoes missed the City of Benares, a third hit the rear of the hull shortly before midnight on 18 September, and the liner quickly listed so that it was impossible to launch all the lifeboats. Of the 406 people on board the City of Benares, 248 perished, including the master (Captain Landles Nicoll from Arbroath), the commodore, three staff members, 121 crew members and 134 passengers, including 77 of the 90 child evacuees.


Bad weather was the main problem – a force 5 storm was blowing – but there was also a fair degree of confusion. The rest of the convoy scattered and kept going as another ship, SS Marina, had also been hit. Without the naval escorts the survivors were on their own. The first help did not arrive until the following afternoon when HMS Hurricane (Lieutenant-Commander H. C. Simms RN) arrived from the north and picked up 105 survivors. Unfortunately, in the confusion one of the lifeboats was missed and was accidentally left behind when Hurricane steamed off to Greenock. The remaining boat contained forty adults and six children and was not picked up until eight days later. The sinking of the City of Benares was one of the worst civilian maritime disasters of the war, and the loss of so many children forced CORB to suspend operations. There were to be no more evacuations, and the loss of the children was to leave a long shadow over the whole programme. A quarter of a century later the novelist James Kennaway, whose father worked as a lawyer and factor in Auchterarder, could clearly summon up the thought of the whitening bones beneath the Atlantic swell of the wife of a local laird who had been lost with her son while ‘doing her duty to protect’ him.29


The submarine offensive confirmed suspicions that Germany would ruthlessly exploit its capabilities by attacking British shipping in the Atlantic where surface raiders would also be deployed. As a result the North Sea became Tom Tiddler’s Ground, with both sides manoeuvring to gain control of the important Norway gap and its access to the waters south of Iceland. Because RAF Coastal Command’s Avro Anson patrol aircraft lacked the range, the Dundee-based submarines maintained their patrols off the Norwegian coast but this could only be a stop-gap measure. Thought was given to repeating the ‘Northern Barrage’, a huge minefield bridging the gap between Shetland and the Norwegian coast which was put in place in the winter of 1917–18 to prevent German submarines from entering the Atlantic. It stretched for 250 miles, and of the 70,177 mines used in the defensive system, the US Navy’s First Mine Squadron planted 56,571, working from bases at Invergordon and Inverness. Although a similar plan was prepared by Winston Churchill, who had been appointed First Lord of the Admiralty on the outbreak of war, the barrage was not created due to cost and concerns about the impact on neutral shipping. That being said, the pace of mine-laying in the North Sea did increase. In the opening months of the war the Royal Navy created a minefield between Orkney and Dover; in September 1939 alone, the minelayers HMS Adventure and HMS Plover planted 3,000 mines across the Dover Strait, and in the second half of the month the barrage was completed by 3,636 anti-U-boat mines. At the same time the navy created the East Coast Barrier, a mine barrage between twenty and fifty miles wide from Scotland to the Thames, leaving a narrow space between the barrage and the coast for navigation.30


As happened on the outbreak of the First World War, the Home Fleet made its way to Scapa Flow which was thought to be a safer option than the naval base at Rosyth. Initially it was very much a makeshift arrangement as the facilities were basic and the defences were inadequate. Although booms had been put in place to defend the three main entrances at Hoxa, Switha and Hoy, the air defences were modest, consisting of eight 4.5-inch anti-aircraft guns at Lyness, two 6-inch guns and one 4.7-inch gun at Stanger Head on Flotta, and two 6-inch guns at Ness. There was also a Royal Marine detachment equipped with machine-guns, and two TA companies from 5th Seaforth Highlanders and 7th Gordon Highlanders guarded the coastal defence batteries. At that point there was no RAF or Fleet Air Arm presence. That was not rectified until October when 804 Squadron formed at Hatston, one mile north-west of Kirkwall, equipped with Gloster Gladiators and Grumman Martlets. However, the naval presence was formidable, and at the time of the outbreak of war there were forty-four ships in the Flow including the carrier HMS Ark Royal and the battleships HMS Nelson, HMS Rodney, HMS Resolution, HMS Royal Sovereign, HMS Ramillies and HMS Royal Oak. Some were of First World War vintage, and there was a further reminder of that conflict when HMS Iron Duke, Jellicoe’s flagship at Jutland, arrived as a floating administration block for the base’s commander Admiral Sir Wilfred French. Stripped of its main turrets, it was anchored off Lyness.


On 15 September Churchill visited the naval base and found the occasion vaguely disquieting. Although the main warships provided solid evidence of British sea power, he disapproved of the renewal of the policy of ‘distant blockade’, which had been used in the First World War and which in the new conflict was revived by fitting out armed merchantmen to provide a Northern Patrol operating out of Scapa to interdict German traffic in the North Sea. He was also aware of the deficiencies in defence, especially the fact that there were insufficient destroyers to provide cover for the Home Fleet, and found his inspection ‘a strange experience, like suddenly resuming a previous incarnation’. True to form, he also yearned for an offensive strategy, and told the First Sea Lord Admiral Sir Dudley Pound that ‘the search for a naval offensive must be incessant’.31


So too did the Germans, who were intent on mounting a submarine attack on the British naval base. Shortly after the outbreak of war, Luftwaffe reconnaissance photographs suggested to Admiral Karl Dönitz, head of U-Boat Command, that there appeared to be a gap in the blockship defences in Holm Sound and that this could be exploited at flood tide. The task was given to Kapitänleutnant Günther Prien, the commander of U-47 who had already accounted for one British ship, the Cunarder Bosnia. In mid-September he was recalled to Kiel to begin planning for the daring assault which was fixed for the night of 13/14 October. By then fears of an attack from the air had encouraged Admiral Sir Charles Forbes, commander of the Home Fleet, to remove his capital ships to Loch Ewe on the west coast of Scotland. Even so, Prien would have no shortage of targets, including the battleship Royal Oak which had been left behind because her top speed of 20 knots was inadequate to keep up with the rest of the fleet.


In the early morning of 13 October Prien arrived off Scapa, and after darkness fell he surfaced U-47 and took her on a course to the north of Lamb Holm island and the mainland. A mistake almost forced him into the shallow waters of Skerry Sound but the navigator’s skills corrected the course and he was able to thread his boat past the blockships Seriano and Numidian. Only the bright lights of the aurora borealis and the headlights of a passing vehicle discomfited him. Once inside the Flow, shortly after midnight, he headed west. Had he continued on that course he would have encountered the newly commissioned light cruiser HMS Belfast but instead he embarked on a reverse course, and 4,000 yards to the north saw the unmistakable outline of HMS Royal Oak with the elderly seaplane carrier HMS Pegasus anchored behind her. Shortly before 1 a.m. he fired a salvo of four torpedoes from his bow tubes; one misfired, two missed the target but the fourth hit the bow of the Royal Oak causing minimal damage and triggering little concern amongst the battleship’s crew. Prien then renewed the attack, and having missed with his stern tube, fired a salvo from the reloaded bow tubes, two of which struck home, hitting the battleship amidships and doing fatal damage. The explosions destroyed the starboard engine room, and as the lights went out the magazine caught fire, sending a fireball through the mess decks. The stricken ship started listing, and within thirteen minutes of Prien’s second attack Royal Oak rolled over and sank. Lack of life-jackets and insufficient life-saving arrangements meant that the casualty list was high – 833 officers and men, many of them boy sailors aged fifteen to seventeen. Only the presence of the tender Daisy 2 and rescue boats from Pegasus prevented further casualties amongst those who had managed to jump overboard.


As for Prien, he quickly retraced his course and by two o’clock in the morning U-47 was back in the North Sea heading for home. In the confused aftermath it was thought that the battleship had succumbed to an internal explosion or had been hit from the air but divers sent down the following morning confirmed the torpedo attack. This was announced in the House of Commons on 17 October when Churchill conceded that the ship had been lost to ‘a remarkable exploit of professional skill and daring’. He also had to face hostile questioning on the practice of using boy sailors in war zones and on the inadequacy of the defences. The former complaint was promptly resolved with eighteen becoming the minimum age, and steps were taken to improve the islands’ defences after a Board of Inquiry identified nine possible access routes into the Flow.32 The ships of the Home Fleet were also ordered to stay away from the base for six months.


Amongst the new measures was the strengthening of the air defences, including the construction of new fighter bases at Skeabrae, north of Stromness, and Grimsetter, south-east of Kirkwall. During the winter, work also began on the creation of the Orkney balloon barrage which consisted of twenty sites from which land-based balloons were flown (twelve on Flotta, four on Hoy and four on Fara) while a further eight waterborne balloons were flown from trawlers and covered the fleet anchorage. The sites were operated by 950 Squadron Auxiliary Air Force with its headquarters at Ore Hill on Lyness, and its records show that the task was not for the faint-hearted: ‘The chief impression of the first few months at Scapa were mud, deep clinging mud and wind, wind beyond the dreams of any Balloon Operator; and many and various were the “jury rigs” devised to protect the feeble fabric of the balloons from the raging storms.’33 Inevitably there were occasions when balloons escaped their moorings and had to be shot down by fighter aircraft, and on one occasion a gale dragged a winch over the cliff at Cava and into the sea. In time the barrage proved its worth against air attack, but it was not yet in place when Scapa Flow was attacked by four Junkers 88 bombers on 17 October. During the raid HMS Iron Duke was holed and had to be beached, first in Ore Bay and then at Longhope. During the attack, one of the German aircraft was shot down by a Martlet from Skeabrae.


By then the first enemy aircraft had already been destroyed in Scottish skies.34 On 8 October a Lockheed Hudson of 224 Squadron operating from RAF Leuchars shot down a Dornier Do 18 flying boat while patrolling twenty miles off Aberdeen.35 (The same squadron has the distinction of the being the first to attack a German aircraft when a Hudson fired on a similar Dornier over the North Sea on 4 September.)36 However, the aerial war in Scottish skies began in earnest on 16 October when two Heinkel 111 reconnaissance aircraft appeared over the Firth of Forth and were picked up by the radar station at Drone Hill near Cockburnspath. Having flown over Rosyth where they came under fire from an anti-aircraft battery – a ‘first’ for the gun crews of Anti-Aircraft Command – they were heading for home when they were intercepted near May Island at 10.21 a.m. by two Spitfires of 602 (City of Glasgow) Squadron (Auxiliary Air Force) from nearby RAF Drem. Although the aircraft managed to escape by heading into the clouds, the pilots Flight Lieutenant George Pinkerton and Flying Officer Archie McKellar became the first Spitfire crews to engage an enemy aircraft over the British land mass. It was also the prelude to a day of continuing and frequently bewildering action, and on the next occasion when Pinkerton was given the chance to open fire he got his kill.


That afternoon a larger force of Junkers 88 bombers was despatched to the area with orders to attack the battleship HMS Hood which German intelligence believed to be in the Firth of Forth. Before leaving his base at Westerland on the island of Sylt, the German commanding officer Helmut Pohle had received specific instructions from Hitler that the naval dockyards at Rosyth were not be to attacked to prevent civilian casualties, but as it turned out the intelligence was wrong and Hood was not there – the battleship refitting at Rosyth was HMS Repulse. However there were a number of capital ships in the Firth of Forth including the cruisers HMS Southampton and HMS Edinburgh which were lying off Inchgarvie, and these were legitimate targets. At 2.15 p.m. Pohle’s aircraft approached the estuary over East Lothian but by then they had been picked up by the Royal Observer Corps as the ground tracking stations were temporarily out of action. The response was immediate. From RAF Turnhouse a section of three Spitfires of 603 (City of Edinburgh) Squadron (Auxiliary Air Force) took off, led by Flight Lieutenant Pat Gifford, and were immediately joined by another section which had attacked German aircraft as they flew over Threipmuir Reservoir near Dalkeith. As one of the Junkers flew towards the Forth it was intercepted by the second section and promptly shot down by a Spitfire piloted by Flight Lieutenant George Denholm. It crashed into the Forth where three of its four-man crew were rescued by the fishing yawl Dayspring from Port Seton.
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