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Author’s Note
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Introduction


Every odyssey has a beginning. Mine had three, though one was more of a false start and another scarcely qualified as a beginning at all. In their own way, each had played their part in propelling me, one winter’s night, on a circuitous journey into the rural heart of Norfolk for a meeting that I hoped would give my faltering quest renewed momentum.


Looking back on that serpentine drive along dark and twisty country lanes, it is easy to see a simple metaphor for my own meandering journey in search of the almost ethereal figure of a man I had first encountered forty-five years earlier as a child of 6. ‘Doc’ Harden, or Lance Corporal H.E. Harden as he was rather formally described, was, quite literally, a comic-strip hero. His exploits leapt from the pages of The Victor, a ‘boys’ picture paper’ that prided itself on its rip-roaring tales of ‘war, sport and adventure’. Above the masthead, straplines set the scene for a saga of selfless bravery that seemed to defy belief even in the fantastical world of comics: ‘The red cross on his arm band was no protection against German bullets but the medical orderly did not hesitate to risk life on a mission of mercy!’ I was hooked. What young boy growing up in the 1960s wouldn’t have been? It scarcely mattered that the images bore little resemblance to reality or that the backdrop was wrong, the uniforms were wrong and even the manner of his death was wrong. Nor did it matter that the title, ‘Harden of No-Man’s Land’, and the fanciful representation of non-existent trenches were more redolent of the First World War on the Somme than the snow-covered flatlands of south-eastern Holland during the Second World War. What mattered was the impression that those comic-strip images made on me. It was an impression real enough to fire an enduring fascination, for the Victoria Cross in general, and men like Eric ‘Doc’ Harden in particular.


Fast forward thirty-three years and those same childhood images were swirling around in my head as I motored into Suffolk for a meeting with a man who would introduce me, for the first time, to the reality behind the comic-strip ‘fiction’. By then, I was working as a journalist, gathering material for a special publication marking the fiftieth anniversary of VE Day. Among a small army of veterans to be interviewed was a former Royal Marine officer who had settled into retirement near the picture-postcard village of Yoxford.


Bobby Cory had good cause to remember Doc Harden. Almost half a century earlier, on a bitterly cold winter’s day, the 32-year-old medical orderly, a married man with two young children, had braved a hail of fire to save his life at the cost of his own. In the course of a couple of hours, Bobby relived every last harrowing detail of that terrible day. There was an air of incredulity in the manner of his telling, as though even after so much time he was still trying to make sense of the seemingly incomprehensible. At times he had to pause as his emotions threatened to get the better of him. By rights, he knew he should have died on that January day in 1945. That he didn’t and that he had been able to enjoy a long and successful life was due to Doc Harden.


What he had to say that day struck a chord with me. More than ever, I wanted to know what it was that had made Doc risk his life, not just once but time and time again, in broad daylight, in the face of galling fire and in defiance of orders. In the weeks and months that followed I tracked down as many of the survivors of that hard-fought encounter as I could find. In corresponding and speaking with them, a picture began to emerge of a gentle, generous-spirited man, much older than most of the men he served with, who had nevertheless earned the respect of his younger comrades through his compassion, humour and devotion to duty. I learned much about him as a civilian soldier who was proud of having earned the commando’s green beret, but of his life out of uniform, as a father and husband, I knew next to nothing. It was as though his life had been telescoped into a few hours of almost superhuman bravery.


That was how it remained for more than twelve years. It seemed as if I’d reached the limits of my research and come up tantalisingly short. I considered publishing what I’d discovered as a fragment of a broader work exploring courage on the battlefield, but other projects took over and Doc slipped back into the shadows. Then, one day, a friend’s chance encounter at a Remembrance Day service in Norfolk raised the possibility of resurrecting the story that had for so long eluded me. He had photographed a woman wearing an impressive row of medals headed by a Victoria Cross. Her name was Julia Wells (née Harden) and, with her husband Bob, she had recently retired to a small village in the middle of Norfolk, barely 20 miles from where I lived.
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My first encounter with Eric Harden as a comic-strip hero. (Author’s collection)
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A fitful, faltering quest, born of youthful enthusiasm more than forty years earlier, had taken a surprising twist that led me, that winter’s night, to a bungalow on the edge of Reymerston. Waiting for me inside was Julia and a treasure trove of letters and photographs that would enable me, at last, to tell the full and remarkable story of commando medic Eric ‘Doc’ Harden, VC.


Thorpe St Andrew, Norwich,


July 2012




Prologue


It is January 1945 on the Dutch-German border near the village of Brachterbeek. The ground is frozen solid beneath a crust of snow, which spreads like a giant tablecloth as far as the eye can see to the point where it melts into an ice-blue sky. It is the sixth winter of a bitter, scarring war that has turned the natural order on its head. Potato fields have become battlefields, ploughed by bombs and raked by bullets. A railway station is transformed into a mini fortress, spitting fire. A farmhouse masquerades as a first-aid station, a windmill as a machine-gun nest.


Out in the flatlands, a vicious hailstorm of shot and shell has driven almost everyone to shelter, some into buildings, others into ditches or behind straw-shrouded mounds of potatoes. The only exceptions are three figures in the middle of a bare field utterly devoid of cover. Khaki and green against a sheet of white, they are clearly visible crouching beside the prostrate form of another man. He is lying helpless in snow that is stained red with his blood.


One of the men has a white armband with a red cross emblazoned on it, but this makes no difference. The fire is intense, turning their movements into a frantic blur. In seconds, a stretcher is slid beneath the raised body, straps are tightened and they are up and running, one at the front, two at the back, boots crunching patterns in the snow, every lung-bursting breath revealed in a wispy trail of misted vapour. Bullets crack around them, stitching the snow with powdery fountains. Still they run. Panting. Gasping. Hearts pounding. Pulses racing. Ahead, in their line of sight, bouncing with every desperate footfall, is sanctuary, in the shape of a solitary farm building.


Mortar bombs are falling. Bullets are kicking and flicking the snow around them. But somehow they are unscathed. Against all the odds, they are halfway there, halfway home…


No matter how hard she tried, sleep wouldn’t come to her. Night after night, Maud Harden shivered as she lay awake in her freezing home, worrying about her children, a house bearing the scars of war and, most of all, her husband, Eric, soldiering once more on the front line.


In almost three years, she hadn’t been able to fully come to terms with their enforced separation. She doubted whether she ever would. Now, in the depths of one of the coldest winters she could recall, she couldn’t stop thinking about him and what he was having to endure. The water pipes in the house were choked with ice. Snow was seeping through blast-damage cracks in the walls. But if it was cold enough to freeze a bowl of water inside her kitchen in daytime, what must it be like at night out in the open?


With the streets of Northfleet clogged with fresh falls of snow, Maud imagined Eric trying to sleep in a frozen slit trench somewhere in Holland. If she had it bad, how much worse was it for him? She worried if he had enough blankets, if he needed thicker vests or Balaclava helmets. It seemed strange, ‘silly’ even, to be worrying about Eric, of all people, not being able to sleep. Back home, he could sleep anywhere, at virtually any time. They used to laugh about it. This irony wasn’t lost on Maud as, in vain, she sought comfort beneath two eiderdowns and with her 7-year-old son snuggled up beside her. ‘I’ve got the chance to sleep and can’t,’ she wrote, ‘and you haven’t got the chance but could…’1


The news from the Low Countries did little to raise spirits. The German offensive in the Ardennes had, at last, been stayed, but forward progress was slow. All along the Reich’s western border the Allies were meeting dogged resistance. The best hope for a quick end to the war appeared to Maud to lie with the Russians who were ‘running away with it again’ on the Eastern Front. ‘Perhaps it won’t be long now after all before we meet,’ she wrote.2 That was provided the army didn’t then whip Eric off to Burma. If they did, she would go crazy, she knew she would. She tried to make light of it. ‘Did you say I’ve not got far to go, dear? No, maybe not but that’s this war’s fault,’ she wrote.3


As January drew to its icy conclusion, Maud was gripped by a depression so black she couldn’t even trust what she was writing to him:





Last night I wrote to you but I was feeling miserable so in case the letter was the same I never posted it this morning. I think I had the stay-in-blues and for some silly reason I wanted to go to a dance or something but instead went to bed and froze and couldn’t sleep at all. If I was as cold as that, what were you boys there like… Well dear, it’s bed time now so I’ll close and go up and freeze again…4


Notes


  1.  Letter to Eric, post-dated 22 January 1945.


  2.  Letter to Eric, 22 January 1945.


  3.  Letter to Eric, post-dated 22 January 1945.


  4.  Letter to Eric, 29 January 1945.




1


Your Very Own Eric


It was almost midnight in Factory Road. Everyone in the tiny two-up, two-down terraced house was in bed except for Eric Harden. He was poring over a letter to the girl who had come to mean everything to him. But, as usual, he was fumbling around for the words to match his feelings. They’d been going steady for three years. They had been the best three years of his life, and it was all down to her. But how to get it across? He knew he was no wordsmith, but there were times when he felt that his letters made no sense at all. Once, in exasperation at his own incoherence, he had scribbled: ‘I’ll bet you read them two or three times before you know what I have written and then I’ll bet sometimes you give it up as a bad job.’1 That hadn’t stopped him trying, however. If anyone could understand what he was trying to say, or could read the true meaning behind the awkward lines, it was surely his darling Maud. She knew him better than anyone. So, fondly recalling his last trip to see her, he wrote clumsily:





I must thank you very, very much for looking after me, and, please dearest, keep it up if you can, no matter what I say or do because whatever it is that I say or do I don’t mean any of it really. You are a darling to me and, gee, I love you for it. I hope you get this letter alright, dear, because I will have to wait until tomorrow to post it because I haven’t a stamp. That’s just like me, isn’t it. I wonder you don’t get fed up with me what with one thing and another. You have a lot to put up with from me don’t you dear?2





Before turning out the light and heading up to bed, he closed the letter, as he always did, with three kisses from ‘Your Very Own Eric’.


Romance and Factory Road. It wasn’t something you would normally associate with the uninspiring and singularly unremarkable red-brick terraced street that branched off like a rib from the spinal column of Northfleet’s flourishing High Street. There was nothing at all romantic about Factory Road. No ornament. No architectural flourishes. It was humble, plain and utilitarian, a working-class street in a workaday town. A century or more earlier it had been very different. Upper Northfleet, as it was known then, was a Kentish pastoral haven noted for its yields of watercress and fruit. It was a place of cherry orchards and grand houses where green and pleasant parklands rolled down to meet the Thames Estuary. Once upon a time, it was the very evocation of ‘the garden of England’, but not any more. The pastures where mansions like The Hive once stood in splendid isolation were now a hive of industry and pinched terraces dominated by soaring chimney stacks that belched smoke into a smog-clouded sky. The invention of Portland cement had transformed Upper Northfleet’s fortunes along with its rural appearance. With its bountiful chalk hills and its proximity to the Thames, the village was ideally situated, not only for the production of cement but for its easy transportation. So the great houses were demolished and the fields and orchards were despoiled with chalk workings to fill the ravenous maw of cement manufacture.


By the 1930s, William Aspdin’s experimental enterprise had expanded into the noisy, vast and perpetually dust-shrouded Bevan’s Works, one of the largest and most productive cement factories in Europe, with a yearly output of nearly half a million tons. Recognising the strategic value of the town’s Thames-side location, more factories took root along the river. Chief among them was the new Northfleet paper mill, Bowater’s, which kept the national press supplied with newsprint, and Henley’s Cable and Telegraph Works. With industry came jobs and an explosion in house building. A web of streets linking the chalk-rich, riverside escarpment to the new High Street provided homes for hundreds of factory workers and their families. In this way, Upper Northfleet became the thriving heart of a conjoined Northfleet with its own cinema, community hall, playing fields, school and swimming pool.


It was a close-knit community. Bert Chapman, whose family lived next door to the Hardens in Factory Road, likened life in the terrace to Coronation Street. ‘Everybody knew everybody,’ he said.3 Children played in the streets or roamed the disused and overgrown chalk workings. Known as The Main, this area was a childhood paradise where youngsters ‘could climb trees, swing on ropes and build camps and dens and generally have a great time in their own little world of adventures’.4


This was the world that Eric Harden grew up in, the world in which he lived and worked. It was the only world he had ever known.


He was born just a few doors away, in the same unimaginatively styled Factory Road, on 23 February 1912, as Captain Scott’s ill-starred party were plodding to their doom across the South Polar icecap. The third son and seventh child to William (Bill) Thomas Harden and his wife, Fanny Maria (née Seager), he was christened Henry Eric, although he never used his first name, which he hated. Young Eric, with his green eyes and shock of curly brown hair, joined an already crowded household that would be swollen three years later by the addition of an eighth and final child. Hilda (b. 1915) joined Ethel (b. 1895), Ann (b. 1897), Bill (b. 1901), Joe (b. 1903), Mabel (b. 1905), Maude (b. 1909)5 and Eric at number 44. Conditions were cramped. Downstairs consisted of a small living room and a larger but rarely used ‘parlour’ that housed the family piano and looked out onto the street. In common with most such terraces at that time, there was no bathroom, just an outdoor toilet with a tiny scullery tacked onto the back of the house. Beyond a curtain in the living room, a narrow staircase led up to the two bedrooms, which were unevenly shared: the three brothers and father in one and five sisters and mother in the other. It was a tight squeeze, which must have strained the family harmony, not to mention the family budget, to the limit.


Though not poor by the standard of the times, the family was far from being comfortably off. Eric’s father made a living on the barges that traded along the Thames and Medway. As such, he was following in a long family tradition of river work. Oliver Smith had his own barge in the nineteenth century and his daughter married into the family of David Harden, who was described as a shipwright. Bill Harden learned his trade aboard his father’s barge and progressed to become skipper of his own craft, ferrying cargoes, mainly of bricks, into London. Unfortunately, his boat-handling skills were matched by his fondness for the ‘demon’ drink. It proved to be his downfall. According to family legend, he lost his captain’s licence after being caught drunk in charge of his barge. It didn’t stop him working on the boats, but it did significantly reduce his income.6


As soon as he was old enough, Eric followed his siblings to Lawn Road School, otherwise known as Northfleet Primary School. Just round the corner from Factory Road, when it was opened in 1886 it was the first board school to be built in the town and was distinguished by a grand clock tower that was added seven years later. Eric’s own school career was less spectacular. A solid rather than remarkable student, his boyhood interests lay elsewhere: in music, sport and all manner of outdoor pursuits.


The Hardens were a musical family. Eric was a gifted violinist and his brother Joe played the banjo. As well as performing, usually at family gatherings, Eric was also an enthusiastic concertgoer. He grew to love classical as well as popular music and his favourite work was said to be Mendelssohn’s ‘Violin Concerto’. The advent of the wireless was a boon that allowed him to expand his musical knowledge and over time he acquired his own collection of records that he enjoyed playing. His passion for music stayed with him for the rest of his life and during his subsequent wartime army postings he would seize any opportunity to attend concerts or shows.


Eric’s other abiding passion was keeping fit. Of medium height, slim and with an athletically built, he was an enthusiastic cricketer, footballer and tennis player. He even tried his hand at bodybuilding, until an accident with his chest expander resulted in him consigning the contraption to a drawer, never to be seen again! But his greatest and most enduring love was swimming. His eldest sister, Ethel, had been a champion swimmer as a schoolgirl and a talent for water sports clearly ran through the family, encouraged by Bill Harden senior, who had his own somewhat unorthodox teaching methods. Eric’s niece, Josie Haynes (née Harden), recalled:





There was a swimming pool in Gravesend and a little one in Northfleet, but Eric and my father [Joe] learned to swim in the Thames. Their father used to take them out on his barge. He would put them into a cradle that was strapped to the side of the barge and he’d lower them over the side and dangle them in the water, so that they learned to swim that way. The Thames was a lot cleaner then. People used to swim in the river a lot in those days. And it certainly worked for them. They both became very good swimmers, just like aunty Ethel.7





By the mid-1920s, however, Eric’s focus was less on recreation and more on work. Having left school, he might have been expected to follow his father and other generations of Hardens onto the Thames, or, at least, into the closed-shop world of the docks where his eldest brother Bill worked. His father, who held a prized stevedore’s ticket, offered one to Eric, just as he did to Joe, but both turned the offer down. Instead, Eric chose to work for his sister Ethel’s husband in the High Street butcher’s shop that he owned. Fred Treadwell was a notable figure in Northfleet business circles. A self-made man, he had started out as a butcher’s boy before buying out his original employers the year Eric was born. After serving as an artilleryman during the First World War, he re-opened his shop and, despite suffering the legacy of gas poisoning, turned it into one of the most successful butcher’s in Northfleet. As a Freemason and leading member of the local master butchers’ association, Fred was well liked and well connected. In spite of the age gap between them – Fred was more than twenty years older than Eric – they got on well together, sharing a mutual interest in the fortunes of Northfleet Football Club for whom Fred had played before becoming a vice-president.
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Happy days at Dymchurch. Young Eric (centre) displays his athleticism with a group of friends, c. 1935. Maud is on the left. (J. Wells)


Yet, for all his close family ties, Eric was not given an easy ride. He started out, just as Fred had done, as butcher’s boy, labouring in the shop and the slaughterhouse at the back and delivering orders of meat to customers all around the town. His rounds, originally covered on a bicycle and later in a van, made him a familiar figure around Northfleet’s fast-expanding housing estates. With his boyish good looks and cheery charm, he brought to the job all the high-spirited exuberance of youth. Among his regular customers were members of his family, and his niece Josie recalled watching at the window with her brother John for the arrival of their favourite uncle:





We were very fond of him. He was always full of life and used to run and dash about. He was very fit and agile. We were living in a flat over Halls’ paper shop in Rosherville and he used to call out and come running upstairs. Mum always had a cup of tea ready for him…8





Sometimes, his enthusiasm and desire to do everything at breakneck speed landed him in trouble, as Josie remembered:





He liked to drive fast. I remember he helped us to move to our new house in Waterdales. I was sitting in the back and I recall mum asking him to slow up. Then, there was the time he delivered meat to his mum, my gran, in Factory Road. He could be a bit of a mad devil at times and on this occasion, he swept round outside the house doing three-point turns on the brakes until they squealed. I think he did it just to annoy her. If he did, it worked, because she came out with a copper stick and shook at him, saying: ‘I’ll give you a whack with this if you don’t stop!’ 9





Perhaps it was just a case of letting off steam. The hours were long and the work hard under Fred’s expert tutelage. As well as days spent toiling in the shop and on the rounds, Eric learned from his brother-in-law the skills of butchery and the techniques of slaughtering livestock. They would stand him in good stead, as in time, Eric would qualify as a licensed butcher and slaughterman. The relentless routine allowed for few breaks, however. Holidays were short and what spare time he had was usually spent with a group of friends whose favourite summer pastime was cycle excursions to the shores of the Medway, where they’d camp and swim. Their most popular destination was the remote seaside village of Allhallows, which, by the start of the 1930s, was being touted as a future holiday resort to rival Blackpool. Although a railway link was being built, the ambitious plans designed to cater for millions of tourists from the capital were little more than a pipedream. However, even without the envisaged amusements and gargantuan pool, there was much to recommend Allhallows. It offered sand, sea and plenty of space to pitch a tent or two, though for Eric the biggest attraction was a lithe, brown-haired, blue-eyed girl with a dazzling smile and a zest for life to match his own.


Maud Pullen was 17. She worked in a seamstress shop in London’s Oxford Street and lived with her parents in Crayford, on the other side of Dartford. She was the fourth of five children to Armine (Bob) Pullen, a regular soldier turned tea warehouse foreman, and his wife Fanny, known as Ollie (née Dugay).10 More importantly, her best friend was being courted by one of Eric’s cycling pals. Eric and Maud first met at Allhallows in 1931 when she was invited to join the seaside fun. According to Maud, it was ‘love at first sight’.11 They started dating and the romance quickly blossomed into a full-blown courtship.


But the relationship that began in a tearing rush was destined to take the long road to the altar. As their daughter Julia put it: ‘They spent five years courting and saving and camping and planning for the future.12 For once in his life, Eric was determined to do things properly and ensure that their marriage began on solid foundations. But it didn’t come easy to him. The marriage of Prince George, the future Duke of Kent, to Princess Marina of Greece and Denmark in November 1934 was greeted with a mixture of envy and pragmatism. Wondering if Maud had managed to join the crowds outside Westminster Abbey, he wrote to her:





By the time we marry we will have been going it with one another about four or five years and those two have only been together, well, less than a year. Gee, but aren’t they lucky… but then again, I wouldn’t like to be them, would you? I would like the wedding part, but after that I would like to be left alone with just you, but they will have to be here, there and everywhere, won’t they…13





Separated by their work during the week, they lived for the weekends and filled the gaps with letters, a few of which survive to provide a glimpse into their early lives together: their enthusiasms, their tiffs and their makings-up. Like all couples, they had their fallings out, as evidenced in Eric’s apologies for forgetting Maud’s birthday and for applying double standards to their relationship. ‘I ask you to take no notice of the things I do wrong,’ he wrote pleadingly on one occasion, ‘and yet as soon as you do something that just doesn’t please me I am a bit like that. Well dear, there it is, but I think that once we are away together things will be alright, don’t you? xxx’.14 So they were. Most of the letters are concerned with looking back or looking forward to the hours and days they spent and would spend with each other. Typical of these is one written ahead of a camping holiday at Dymchurch, another favourite seaside haunt:





I’ll bet Cecil and May15 wouldn’t come to camp with us August, would they dear? It would be nice if they did, wouldn’t it? … There will be that long weekend, and then a week after… so that ought to be good, didn’t it? And it will be much better with the big tent too, won’t it… There’s one thing about that place, we shall have plenty of places to go in the evening, won’t we. So, hurry up holidays…16





Most weekends were spent in and around their homes in Crayford or Northfleet, with occasional outings to the coast. Allhallows and Minster, across the Swale on the Isle of Sheppey, were the usual settings for camping expeditions. To reach them, they would cycle together on a custom-built tandem that was Eric’s pride and joy. He was forever tinkering with it, making improvements and adding pieces of equipment. ‘I did some more to it last night,’ he wrote ahead of a journey over to Crayford. ‘I turned those rubbers round on the pedals. I think they will be alright now until I get some new ones.’17 Another time, he tested out a new headlamp. ‘It’s jolly good too, not so good as the other one tho’, but nearly… We went down all the hills and up them … and I believe I put the wind up Harry once.’18


The bike proved something of a novelty in Northfleet and was ‘quite a hit’ in his brother Joe’s road. ‘All the kids loved to see it,’ recalled his niece Josie. ‘Nobody else had one.’19 As well as local trips, when they might be accompanied by Maud’s brothers and sister or Eric’s younger sister Hilda and an assortment of boyfriends and girlfriends, they occasionally indulged in longer journeys, most memorably a marathon ride to Lulworth Cove in Dorset. Eric was at his happiest on these expeditions. It was as though all his cares and worries were forgotten the moment he pedalled out onto the open road. Sometimes, just thinking about it was enough to raise his spirits. ‘When I saw the bike Monday, Maud, I had a better temper…’20


Soon, though, he hoped there would be more than bike rides and holidays to look forward to. After five years of saving and waiting, he felt the time was almost right for them to take the plunge:





Maud dear, please tell me now, do you think we can do it on £100? By going ever so steady I think I would have that in about four months time. Well, look here Maud, you have a talk with your mother or May and see what they say about it. If they think it isn’t enough, we will wait until I have got enough. And also Maud, I think I would like you to have a ring, that is, if it is going to be this year, not unless… Oh and Maud, if your mother says it isn’t enough, without beating about the bush, please don’t try to get round her, but take that as an answer… When we do get married I want everybody on your side to agree that we are doing the right thing. As for me, my mother would like to see you as my wife and so would I, very, very much indeed…21
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Inseparable. Eric and Maud aboard the tandem that became his pride and joy, c. 1934





There were no objections and no need to beat about the bush, though Maud rejected the idea of an engagement ring along with a honeymoon as unnecessary expenses. So, a date was set, the money was saved and house hunting began in earnest. Their choice was a semi-detached house still in the process of being built on a new estate on the other side of Wombwell Park from where his brother Joe lived. The road was named Colyer Road in honour of Thomas Riversdale Colyer-Fergusson, scion of a wealthy landowning family. He had lost his life to a German sniper’s bullet almost twenty years earlier in an action that resulted in him being posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross.
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Lost Peace


Eric and Maud were married at St Paulinus’ church in Crayford on 18 October 1936. As they were walking down the aisle, a little more than 100 miles away 200 unemployed workers from a Tyneside shipyard were making their way through the Midlands, bound for London. If the Jarrow Crusaders symbolised the depressed North and the old, failing industries that had reduced thousands of families to destitution, then the Kentish newlyweds were, in their own modest way, exemplars of a growing affluence in a ‘New England’ where aspirations and living standards were on the up.


By the mid-1930s the worldwide slump had given way to a recovery fuelled by low prices, increasing consumption and rising productivity. Nowhere was the increasing prosperity more apparent than in the south-east. It was a brave new world that J.B. Priestley had discovered during his journey round the country, an England of:





... filling stations and factories that look like exhibition buildings, of giant cinemas and dance-halls and cafes, bungalows with tiny garages, cocktail bars, Woolworths, motor-coaches, wireless, hiking, factory girls looking like actresses, greyhound racing and dirt tracks, swimming pools, and everything given away for cigarette coupons.1





Part and parcel of this ‘New England’ was a growing suburbia and an insatiable desire to leave the older parts of town for the new estates that were spilling into the countryside.


Eric and Maud were part of that trend. A housing boom coupled with low interest loans and extended terms of repayment had brought home ownership within reach of many more thousands of people. The year 1936 saw house building in England and Wales peak at 346,000 and, through dint of working hard and saving hard, Eric and Maud were able to live out their part of that dream. A £50 deposit was enough to purchase a share of suburbia, complete with the ‘creosoted gate’ and ‘privet hedge’ of George Orwell’s vision of semi-detached England.2 But the newlyweds had to wait a while to move into 195 Colyer Road. The house was still unfinished that October, so they began married life in rented accommodation in nearby Preston Road.


However, by the following December, when their first child Robert (Bobby) was born, they were established in their new house, just a bike ride away from the High Street but a world away from the grimy riverside and the cramped terraces where Eric had grown up. With £60 of their savings, Maud was able to completely furnish the house, while Eric directed his attention towards the garden, which soon replaced his tandem bicycle as the main object of his affection. Gardening had taken root as a hobby in Factory Road, and visiting Maud’s parents’ house in Crayford had served to further fuel his enthusiasm. ‘Your mum’s garden looks jolly nice and fresh doesn’t it,’ he wrote admiringly in a letter to Maud a few months before they were married. ‘I would like a garden like that…’3 Now, at last, he had one to call his own, one that he could design and develop to his own pattern. In no time, with the help of his brother Joe, he had constructed a trellis that was soon entangled with a climbing rose that drew admiration from Maud’s mother. It was the beginning of a passion, and roses became his gardening obsession. Behind the castellated privet hedge, his garden took shape, with manicured lawns neatly cut into concentric diamonds set off with a flowering cherry, a Kanzan, to celebrate Bobby’s birth. However, the jewels in his horticultural crown were undoubtedly the roses, which he tended with a rare devotion.


Eric’s skill and understanding of this most English of all flowers extended beyond his own garden. According to his niece, Josie Haynes (née Harden), his butcher’s round began to involve offering gardening tips and even, on occasions, a spot of practical help:





Mrs Shelton across the road from us had roses in her front garden. So, when he took her meat he told her that he would prune her roses for her. But not long after, she came over to my mum. She was nearly in tears. Her beloved rose bushes had been reduced to a few tiny twigs. Mum told her not to worry and that her roses would be all right. And so they were. By June, they were a picture and she was absolutely overjoyed. But that was typical of Uncle Eric.4





Just like his garden, business was flourishing. The rash of new houses close to home brought Eric a steady flow of fresh customers. Eric’s work took a dramatic turn in 1938, however. The sudden death of his brother-in-law, boss and mentor Fred Treadwell was a tragic blow that changed his life. After years under Fred’s wing, he took on the job of managing the business with his sister Ethel, but with this unexpected promotion came added responsibility, even-longer hours and sporadic clashes with Ethel over the direction the business should take. On top of all that, there would be repercussions that he could not have imagined as events far away from Northfleet came to overshadow the parochial concerns of daily life in and around Colyer Road.


Eric and Maud’s married life had been played out against a backdrop of worsening international relations and rising tensions. It was a darkening scene that saw the nations of Europe lurch from crisis to crisis as they stumbled ever closer to a war many in Britain were desperate to avoid. Just months before their wedding, Hitler had defied the League of Nations by sending troops into the demilitarised zone in the Rhineland, Mussolini’s Italian legions had completed their conquest of Abyssinia and a Spanish army officer called Franco had begun his long march to victory in a brutal civil war that pitted democrats against fascists. By 1938, Europe was teetering on the brink of war. Across Kent, as with the rest of Britain, gas masks were being handed out in their thousands, trenches were being dug and preparations made to face the feared all-out air assault that commentators and politicians alike had predicted would bring ruin from the skies.
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Eric and Maud are married at St Paulinus’ Church, Crayford, 18 October 1936. (V. Rowbottom)


As Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain returned from signing away a chunk of Czechoslovakia in return for ‘peace in our time’, Eric was among thousands of volunteers working overtime in the national interest. He was part of a new citizens’ army, the so-called ‘Fourth Arm’, otherwise known as Civil Defence. As well as managing a successful butcher’s business, he served as a member of the Northfleet Division of the St John Ambulance Brigade. It had been formed in 1935, the same year that the Home Office had begun distributing air-raid precaution (ARP) circulars warning against the dangers of aerial bombardment and gas attack. Although not initially a branch of Civil Defence, by the end of the 1930s the St John’s volunteers were incorporated into the wider ARP organisation and their first-aid training was extended to deal with air-raid casualties in the event of war.


Eric had joined St John’s before he was married. Early on, the headquarters was established in the Grove Road Drill Hall, not far from where he was living with his parents in Factory Road. The Northfleet Division had its own ambulance and, in those pre-National Health Service days without a countywide ambulance service, the volunteers were kept busy answering emergency calls and moving patients to and from hospital. As well as fulfilling a range of duties at the local cinema and such public events as Brands Hatch race days, fêtes and football matches, a duty rota meant that members could be on call at any time of the day or night.


Gradually, however, as the nation stumbled from fragile peace towards the increasing likelihood of war, the emphasis changed from first aid in the stalls of the Astoria to gas decontamination drills under the aegis of the town’s ARP organisation. As a keen and dedicated member, Eric played his full part in the shift to a war footing. The Munich Crisis of September 1938 had led to a rapid expansion in Civil Defence services. A network of air-raid wardens’ posts was established and, among many arrangements made, first-aid dressing stations and rest centres were set up to deal with casualties and families bombed out of their homes. There were two first-aid posts in Northfleet. One was based at Colyer Road Boys’ School, with the main post established at Lawn Road School. St John’s volunteers joined with the local ARP in manning both posts, but Eric was primarily involved with Lawn Road, where the ambulance was based and a first-aid room, communications office and rest rooms were kitted out.


Shameful though it was, the Munich Agreement had bought precious time to prepare for a war that Chamberlain still hoped to avoid. But as spring 1939 approached, that time was fast running out. On 15 March, German troops occupied Prague and Bohemia-Moravia was declared a protectorate of the Third Reich. A betrayed and desperately wounded Czechoslovakia had received its death blow and so too had Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement. The following month, for the first time in its history, Britain introduced peacetime conscription, calling up all men aged 20 and 21 for six months’ military training. For those, like Eric, engaged in Civil Defence, the gas drills and the air-raid casualty training courses took on an even greater urgency as the gardens of Northfleet began sprouting corrugated-iron air-raid shelters named after their originator, Dr David Anderson.


The outbreak of war in September 1939 put an end to weeks of uncertainty, but did not result in the mass destruction portrayed in so many doom-laden, pre-war predictions. Military conscription was extended to all men aged between 18 and 41, but Eric was among millions who were exempted. Anxious to avoid a repetition of the disruption caused by the impulsive volunteering of so many skilled workers during the First World War, the government had published a schedule of reserved occupations in November 1938. The following January a handbook was delivered to every household cataloguing all the occupations and age groups exempted from military service. As a skilled butcher and slaughterman, Eric, at 27, was considered more valuable managing his part of the food chain than as a member of His Majesty’s Armed Forces.


By January 1940 fears of aerial Armageddon had subsided into the Phoney War, but there was nothing phoney about Eric’s war effort. When he wasn’t spending nights manning the first-aid post at Lawn Road, he was battling against shortages and bureaucracy as he found himself in the front line of the government’s new food-rationing initiative. Bacon was among the first items to be rationed – though the 4oz per head limit was quickly doubled – and by mid-March a wider meat ration was imposed that allowed 1s 10d worth of meat per week for each person above the age of 6. A further complication was the fact that offal was not rationed, rendering those humble organs objects of intense competition. Designed to eke out and create a fairer distribution of the nation’s limited food supplies, rationing placed great strains on the retailers whose job it was to ensure that people did not exceed their entitlements. Butchers, like Eric, had little leeway. Supplies were strictly controlled by the Ministry of Food and overseen by local committees empowered to deal with any abuses of the system. Soon enough, however, Eric and his colleagues in Civil Defence would have much more to contend with than a queue of disgruntled housewives.


On 6 June 1940, a few days after the completion of the evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force from the beaches of Dunkirk and a month before the beginning of the Battle of Britain, Northfleet endured its first air attack. In what was thought to be the first incendiary raid on a built-up area in England, more than 1,500 firebombs rained down on the High Street, Lawn Road and Downs Road areas. It was an augury of much worse to come.


By accident or design, Northfleet, not far from the docks of Tilbury and the East End of London and with its industrial works lapping the Thames, frequently found itself in the firing line as the Luftwaffe stepped up its bombing attacks in the summer of 1940. Twenty-nine people died and almost as many were injured when bombers struck the town around midday on 16 August. Part of a wider air strike against targets in London and the Thames Estuary, the raid brought the war to Eric and Maud’s door. Sticks of high-explosive bombs straddled Colyer Road Comprehensive School, which was fortunately closed for the summer holidays; the lower end of Waterdales, where Eric’s brother Joe lived; Preston Road, close to where Eric and Maud had rented their first house together; Detling Road; London Road; and Bowater’s Paper Mill.


Having been dug out of an Anderson shelter at the back of Waterdales, a 9-year-old boy surveyed the scene of devastation all around:





Most of the slates were off the roofs, windows and doors all blown in, sheds, aviaries flattened, dogs, cats, chickens, rabbits all rushing around and a lot of dead ones. Those that were badly injured were put out of their misery… Out the front, it was even worse. There were dead people at the bottom of Waterdales, a lot [more] in Preston Road, Vale Road and Detling Road. There were a lot of confused and bewildered people unable to take in what had just happened. A lot were calling for help to rescue the trapped and injured. People from the surrounding houses were doing what they could… Most of the men were in the gardens, digging out trapped and injured victims… Other people were clearing the roadways so that ambulances could get to the victims…5





One of the ambulances may well have been driven by Eric. As transport sergeant, he was one of the small team of St John’s volunteers licensed and trained to drive the ambulance based at Lawn Road School as well as to administer first aid. For the first time, all branches of the town’s Civil Defence organisation were fully engaged in dealing with the shocking after effects of the raid. Contemporary newspaper reports hailed the ‘magnificent spirit’ of the people living in the bombed areas. One account paid tribute to the ARP services and singled out the medical teams for particular praise:
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Eric (second from the right on back row) among a line-up of St John Ambulance Brigade volunteers to celebrate the delivery of a new ambulance, 1941. Joyce Brown, who accompanied Eric on some of his Blitz calls, is standing, fourth nurse from left. (J. Wells)





Great credit is due to the Civil Defence Services who dealt with the casualties and the damage efficiently and methodically. In company with squads from the neighbouring Authority, the first-aid and ambulance parties removed all casualties to hospital, where a number of doctors were already waiting to give their services.6





For weeks afterwards, there were daily reminders of Northfleet’s terrifying ordeal for Eric and Maud. In almost every direction, ruined houses and wrecked school buildings lay close to home, gaping in their disfigurement, mute testimony of a conflict that had placed civilians firmly in the front line. The bombing along the Thames continued throughout the summer and into the autumn, with daylight raids increasingly giving way to night assaults as the year wore on. Neighbouring Gravesend endured eight raids in September and, the following month, bombs again fell on Northfleet High Street, damaging homes and businesses. And so it continued into the spring of 1941.
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