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This is for my children and grandchildren; I hope they will read this book and in doing so get some understanding of what life was really like in those dark days which are now history.
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THE TEMPESTUOUS THIRTIES


When historians come to write the history of the twentieth century, the 1930s will surely be seen as one of the most tempestuous of its decades.


Britain, and indeed the whole of Europe, had emerged bloodied from the First World War and those who returned to this country found only poverty and unemployment as their reward for five years of hell in the trenches. The class system had broken down and although seen by many as a good thing, it left the working and ruling classes in unknown territory. Centuries of ‘knowing their place’ had been swept aside and the future became uncertain for landowner and farm labourer alike.


The younger generation entered the 1920s with great gusto and abandon, indulging in all sorts of excesses, presumably in an attempt to wash away the horror of the war years. A by-product of the war was a severe shortage of eligible young men, which created a problem for those women of marriageable age seeking husbands. It also had an effect on the employment market, creating a gap in the professional occupations, such as law and medicine. However, the depression and massive strikes in the late 1920s led to polarisation of political thought, giving rise to fascism and communism at the same time. This was not, of course, confined to Britain; similar things were happening across Europe. Stalin was tightening his grip in the East and Franco, Mussolini and Hitler were preparing to take Western Europe down the fascist path.


1931 saw a National Government led by Ramsay MacDonald, the abolition of the gold standard and the founding of the British Union of Fascists under Oswald Moseley. By the mid-thirties we saw the first fascist rallies in London and the storm clouds were gathering over Europe. Hitler had been appointed as Chancellor in Germany and he very quickly established a reign of terror, including the creation of concentration camps. Jews were gradually disenfranchised and those who saw the future with clarity made their escape to Britain or America; some even went to Israel but the vast majority of Jews did not see the danger until it was too late.


But I knew none of this as I entered the world in late 1934. I was born in a nursing home in Underwood Street, Hoxton, one foggy November evening, the only son to Donald and Debby Wood. We lived in a one-bedroom flat at No. 24 East Road. We shared a sink and cold water on the landing with the flat above and the communal toilet was in the yard on the ground floor. Beneath us was a dentist’s surgery and I often heard the screams of patients echoing up the stairs. Anaesthetics as we know them today were virtually non-existent.


My father was a cabinet maker and had a workshop which he shared with his younger brother, Jack, in Pitfield Street. My mother’s family – her father who had fled the pogroms in Russia at the turn of the century and two of her three sisters, Betty and Lilly – lived a few doors along at No. 16 East Road. Opposite was Dawson’s department store, a prominent North London landmark.


Betty had worked for Greenfields, a local hat factory, since leaving school, as had my mother prior to my arrival. Lilly had been forced to leave school at fourteen to care for my grandfather, who was a widower and blind. She had a talent for dressmaking and established a very successful business in what was probably the first floor parlour, employing staff including my mother, who worked part-time, and an old family friend, Minnie Levy. I used to enjoy going with Mum to Auntie Lill’s because I got to spend time with my grandfather, who would recount stories of life in Russia when he was a young man. Anti-Semitism under the Czar was rife and the Jews were treated very harshly. There were periodic raids by the local soldiers and they would run down anyone unfortunate enough to stand in their way. Houses would be burnt and livestock slaughtered. My grandmother’s own brother was killed during one of these attacks and she was left for dead. She died at a very young age, probably as a result of the ordeal she suffered and, of course, bearing six children, one of whom had died when he was about a year old.


My mother had two other siblings, Harry, who was married to Kitty, and Jane, who was the youngest and worked as a live-in nanny for a family in Tottenham. Harry and Kitty had a daughter, Doris, who was a few months older than me and a son, Alan, born in 1938. The family did not like Kitty and, in fact, did not like any of Harry’s wives (there were three in all).


From a young age I can remember events such as Moseley’s ‘Blackshirts’ marching along East Road at night, the triumphant return of Neville Chamberlain from Munich and my father writing to him with congratulations for averting a war in Europe. The reply from Downing Street was a prized possession for many years.


Of the death of George V, the abdication of Edward VIII and the succession of George VI, I was blissfully unaware. What I do remember was my father coming home with the evening paper and telling my mother that he thought war was inevitable. This must have been early in the summer of 1939.


If the weather was fine on a Sunday afternoon we would go by bus to Oxford Street and have tea at Lyon’s Corner House, followed by a walk through Hyde Park. I saw soldiers digging trenches there in the summer of 1939. In reply to my question, my father said they were preparing for war. To me ‘war’ was just a word; its full implication was to be revealed to me over the coming weeks, months and years.
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The author a few weeks before the outbreak of war.


Despite all the uncertainty in the summer of 1939, Betty and Lilly decided to go on holiday to the south of France. This was against advice from the Foreign Office and the family, but they were young and had never ventured further than Bournemouth or Brighton before. Aunt Jane was called in to look after Grandpa and my mother had to help out with the cooking as Jane’s culinary skills went no further than successfully cremating water!


As the clouds gathered and Europe slid inevitably towards war, the aunts were still enjoying the sunshine in the south of France, oblivious to the warnings from the British Consul in Nice begging them to leave. I have learnt since that it was only when the handsome, bronzed young men were conscripted that they decided to return home.


1 September dawned and the future was quite clear; war was but a few days away. The great evacuation started on that day and on the Saturday I went with Uncle Harry and my grandfather in a taxi to, I believe, the headquarters of the Jewish Blind Society where the evacuation of their members was being coordinated. Apparently, the family had no idea of my grandfather’s destination and it was some weeks later that we learned he was in Northampton, coincidentally about two miles from where I now live.


On Sunday 3 September it was our turn to be evacuated and my mother had decided that she would not let me go on my own, but would rather leave my father and the rest of the family in London. I had been attending nursery school since I was about three at Catherine Street School, where all the family had attended. Coaches were lined up in the school playground and our group consisted of children being accompanied by their mothers. We all carried our gas masks, but I cannot remember if we were made to wear labels. As we were saying our farewells to my father and Aunt Jane, who should arrive but Betty and Lilly. It was some time before we learnt of their horrendous journey from Nice to Calais as we just had time to say goodbye and board the coach. I do not think they ever realised how serious their plight would have been if they had been unable to get home. They were British and spoke not a word of French, which would have been bad enough, but being Jewish, they would have soon found themselves on a train to a concentration camp in Eastern Europe.


I believe we went to King’s Cross Station and I have a vague memory of Neville Chamberlain’s historic broadcast being relayed over the station tannoy. Certainly by the time we boarded the train we knew we were at war. At some point prior to 1 September we must have been issued with gas masks, but I cannot remember this. I do remember the younger children had ‘Mickey Mouse’ gas masks and for babies there was a device in which the baby was enclosed with a hand pump on the outside to ensure clean air inside. I have no idea how parents carried these around.
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EVACUATION


I cannot recall much about the train journey but eventually we arrived at a town called Market Harborough in Leicestershire. By then it was dusk and a party of us boarded a bus which took us to the village of Dingley, where we assembled in the school before being billeted with local families. We were taken in by the Gotch family. The household consisted of Mr and Mrs Gotch, and a teenage son. They lived in a modern semi-detached house on the main road opposite the village school. We had a bedroom and otherwise lived with the family. Although the sanitation arrangements were far superior to East Road, the toilet was still in the garden.


Looking back, the one event that sticks in my mind is the Monday morning when we evacuee children all reported to the village school to be greeted by Miss Haslam, our nursery teacher from London, and our education continued seamlessly. Even with today’s modern technology, I am not sure if the transition could have been achieved with greater efficiency.


The school comprised two rooms and all the children under eleven were taught in one class by Miss Haslam. The older pupils were in the other class, taught by the headmistress. This meant that different activities were going on at the same time in each class. There was no such thing as classroom assistants in those days but somehow I learned to read, write and do arithmetic. We used slates and chalk until we were proficient in writing and then progressed to paper and pencils. I was free of slate and chalk by my fifth birthday.
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The author and his parents at Dingley, 1940.


By this stage of the war there was talk of it being over by Christmas, just as they had said in 1914. But this was the ‘Phoney War’ – it was about to get infinitely worse.


However, just in case the Christmas forecast was a trifle optimistic, we were issued with identity cards and ration books. It was mandatory to carry your identity card and gas mask at all times. The ration book meant that you had to register with a grocer’s for all general groceries and a butcher’s for meat. Apart from being away from home, you could not use another shop for the rationed goods. If you went away from home you had to visit the food office and obtain emergency ration cards which could be used wherever you were staying. But in those cases you were not a ‘regular customer’ and your choices were severely limited. Although technically not allowed, there was an ‘under the counter’ favouritism culture in both the grocer’s shop and the butcher’s. If you were one of the privileged few, items in very short supply might find their way into your shopping basket.


They were happy days in Dingley; I loved my first taste of the countryside and walking in the woods with my school friends. But things were different for my mother. Firstly, she was not an easy person to get on with and it was not long before she fell out with Mrs Gotch, but probably her biggest problem was something the organisers of the evacuation had not foreseen – the cultural shock. My mother was a Londoner and to her London meant shops, cinemas, theatres and having the family around her. Suddenly, here she was living with a family of strangers with nothing in common and not a shop to be seen for miles except, of course, a Post Office in the village. Her solution was that every Saturday after lunch we would catch the bus into Market Harborough and here at least she could see a few shops. We normally visited the cinema, of which there were two, and follow that with tea and a cake before heading back on the last bus. I don’t think those Saturday outings made up for what she was missing, but it had to suffice. 
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Identity cards issued to civilians during the war.
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The information recorded inside the author’s mother’s card.
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Further information recorded inside the author’s mother’s card.
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The back cover of the identity card.


We did visit my grandfather in Northampton once, but the visit was never repeated; I have no idea what the reason was, it may have been because my mother did not get on with her father or, possibly, the fact that we got onto the wrong train on the return journey.


My father and the aunts corresponded regularly with us and at least they knew where we were, and Dad would occasionally send me drawings showing what he and the family were doing. I believe there was talk of a visit from my father, but the storm clouds were gathering in the Gotch household. The biggest problem must have been that my mother was bored. Mrs Gotch did the cooking and housework and my mother just sat around; she would not go out and enjoy the countryside because she didn’t like it and made no effort. All she had ever done at home in London was cooking and housework and now Mrs Gotch was doing all that, something my mother obviously resented. I don’t think it occurred to either of them to discuss the problem and possibly share the household tasks. Things were not helped by my mother suddenly being taken ill. I came home from school one day to be confronted by two very serious-looking doctors coming out of our bedroom. Of course I was too young to be told what was wrong, but sadly nothing further was done. This failure to act had almost catastrophic consequences some five years later.


The situation with the Gotch family must have reached breaking point when, by chance, my mother heard of an evacuee family that was returning to London. Within hours she had met with their landlady and arranged to take over the accommodation they were vacating. The landlady was a charming lady called Miss Vekary who lived in some splendour in a large cottage at the centre of the village, a large part of which was within Lord Beatty’s estate – Dingley Hall. We had our own kitchen-cum-living room and a beautiful bedroom in the main part of the house. Water had to be drawn from the village pump opposite and the toilet was still at the bottom of the garden. There was an inside toilet but I was only allowed to use it if I was ill. Drawing water from the pump must have been something my mother could live with in order to have her own kitchen and a degree of independence. Also, this meant that my father could visit for the odd weekend, although train travel at that time was fraught with delays.


Miss Vekary was what might be described as an eccentric spinster; every village seems to have had one in those days. For example, on hunt days she would secure the gates to her drive and stand in front of them in defiance of the huntsmen. She was a pillar of the church and insisted on taking me to Sunday morning services. One advantage to me was that on alternate Sundays the service was held at Brampton Ash Church, a few miles from Dingley, which meant I got to travel in her Morris Eight car. My mother used to avoid the services but was somehow recruited onto the flower arranging rota. I don’t think she ever told the family about that. My mother was not artistic in the least, so I cannot imagine the results of her endeavours.


My time at Dingley living in Miss Vekary’s house was one of the happiest periods of my early childhood, but like all things in life, nothing lasts forever and things were about to change.


Christmas 1939 was something I shall always remember. Dad and Auntie Bet had come to visit and in the evening of Christmas Day we were invited to join Miss Vekary and her guests. I had never been in her lounge before and it was a magnificent room, but the surprise for me was the tree. Being Jewish, we did not celebrate Christmas so I knew nothing of trees, lights, decorations and Christmas presents. Suddenly I was plunged into what, to me, was a wonderful fairyland. Added to that, there were presents under the tree bearing my name. I became a firm fan of Father Christmas from that day. Sadly, all too soon Christmas was over and it was time for Dad and Auntie Bet to return to London.


In those days, New Year was just a date – there was no day off in England – but January 1940 ushered in an extremely cold spell which lasted many weeks. Dingley was virtually cut off but my mother refused to accept that the isolation applied to her as well as the rest of the village. So, Saturday afternoon saw us standing at the bus stop waiting for a non-existent bus to take us into Market Harborough. We waited and waited and we were eventually rewarded by a large shooting brake from Dingley Hall pulling up and giving us a lift. I have racked my memory but cannot remember how we got back in the evening, we may have been picked up again by the estate vehicle. What I do remember is that one of the two cinemas was closed and we had to see a film that my mother didn’t want to see. That incident was typical of her forceful character; if she wanted something then nothing would stand in her way.


Whilst my mother and I were enjoying a rather quiet start to 1940, a man was about to enter the life of our family whose presence was to influence all of us for many years to come. JL, as I shall call him, owned a fleet of black cabs which were based at a garage in Kennington, South London. He was in the habit of visiting the East End in his car, indulging in what we now call ‘curb crawling’ and trying to pick up factory girls. This had nothing to do with prostitution; it was just picking up girls for a drink and possibly a meal or perhaps a visit to a dance. This practice was quite common and I met a man many years later who actually bought an American left-hand drive car for the purpose. JL made a date with one of Auntie Bet’s friends but at the last minute she got cold feet. Auntie Bet was game for anything and went in her place. What happened on that first date is unknown, but JL suddenly became very involved in the life of our family. He owned a lot of property in South London and was actually buying anything that came up for sale whilst most people were fleeing the capital. He also owned a large number of houses and land in Basildon, Essex. In the early part of the century, the government offered land for sale at an almost giveaway price. I believe the object was to encourage people to become self-sufficient and thus relieve the unemployment situation. The land was known as the ‘champagne lands’ because prospective buyers were entertained with free champagne lunches. Some of the land was sold for one guinea (£1.05) an acre. By today’s standards, JL would have been a multi-millionaire.
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