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The coloured soldier over here is making good, and England will long remember the ‘Black Yanks’.


Extracts from Letters from the US Base Censor,
1–15 March 1944, RG 498, National Archives of America.


 


… the American race problem is being transplanted to British soil – sometimes with a venom unknown in the United States … there are thousands of American Negro soldiers in England … they are known affectionately as Black Yanks.


Roi Ottley’s World War II: The Lost Diary of an
African American Journalist, edited by Mark A. Huddle
(University Press of Kansas, 2011).
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Foreword
By J. Robert Lilly


Rape was pulled out of the shadows as one of the inevitable consequences of war after Yugoslavia was torn apart in the Kosovo Conflict. It is now recognised as a war crime, first prosecuted in the trial of Serbian Dusko Tadic by the International Criminal Tribunal of the former Yugoslavia. Since then, rape as a spoil of war can no longer be relegated to the rank of practices considered normal in times of war. Rape in war by friendly military allies is another matter.


While one might reasonably expect that impartial military justice would be shown to any soldier accused of rape, the issue was rather more complicated in the racially segregated US Army that twice went to war in twentieth-century Europe. During the First World War alone, thirty-five US soldiers had been executed, all Black, the justice or otherwise of their convictions lost in the mists of history. In respect of the Second World War, I showed in my book Taken by Force – based on archives relating to Germany, France and England – that the racist attitudes of White military personnel routinely corrupted the findings of the courts martial before which Black soldiers accused of raping local White women appeared. This was just as much the case in England, where American troops were stationed before the impending Allied invasion of Europe, as it was in occupied or enemy territory. In the local English communities that hosted them, Black soldiers found social and sexual opportunities untainted by racial prejudice and denied to them back home. This elicited disgust and fury in their White counterparts, who were themselves at times unsympathetic – even hostile – toward the victims.


Less well known but no less significant in its impact and scope is the May 1944 death sentence in England involving the alleged rape of a 33-year-old married White woman with two children, by a 30-year-old Black American soldier from Missouri. Its initial judicial conclusion became an urgent cause célèbre for England and a nasty thorn for the US military command. Not only did a soldier’s life hang in the balance, but the final verdict could continue the already well-established American pattern of racial discrimination at the gallows. Or mark a stand against it and sexual racism.


Everything was against the soldier. And he knew it. His home country, including the US military, was segregated by law. Racial criminal injustices were the norm. White juries never ruled that Back men accused of rape were innocent. In the year of his birth, four Black men were lynched in his home state. There was no formal means for the soldier to appeal his sentence. That option was not available until 1951.


Kate Werran’s Black Yanks is a meticulously researched and beautifully written account of how a provincial city in England – already heavily burdened five years into their slog of war – launched an unprecedented public campaign to reverse a death sentence placed on a Black American soldier for rape, and to challenge the narrative which had prevailed at his court martial. For them, Black lives mattered. Ultimately, on the eve of preparations for D-Day, the case came to the attention of Allied Commander General Eisenhower and briefly received international attention. The story is not well known in Britain or the United States and has never before been told in such detail. Some observers have argued it was the beginning of the modern civil rights movement in the United States.


J. Robert Lilly is Regents Professor of Sociology Emeritus, Northern Kentucky University. His pioneering book Taken by Force: Rape and American GIs in Europe During World War II (2007) was published in France (2003) and Italy (2004). Other research interests include the electronic monitoring of offenders, capital punishment and criminological theory.
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Introduction


This story confounds conventional mores on sex, race and the ‘special relationship’ between Britain and America in the Second World War, but it is useful to know its parameters from the outset. Black Yanks is not about a ‘#Me Too’ incident of predatory sexual behaviour in 1944. Nor is it a biography of Leroy Henry, whose character and narrative rely almost entirely on written archive material; not a single photograph could be found. Our semi-fledged hero remains, therefore, a passive figure, albeit at the heart of events, which leaves space between him and the audience. Black Yanks does not offer moral judgements on women who sold sex in the Second World War or had extra-marital affairs. Why should it?


Finally, it is not the first time the extraordinary story of Leroy Henry’s court martial has appeared in print. It has been the subject of scholarly articles and online essays after appearing in Graham Smith’s authoritative book on the wider subject of African American soldiers in wartime Britain. I came across it when researching my previous book, An American Uprising in Second World War England: Mutiny in the Duchy, about a dramatic shooting involving Black American soldiers in Launceston, Cornwall, in 1943. Both incidents – in 1943 and 1944 – are part of an extraordinary yet largely overlooked chapter in the Second World War occasioned by the arrival of 130,000 African American servicemen who were segregated from their White compatriots.


The unacknowledged truth was that ‘Black Yanks’, as they were affectionately known, were largely popular visitors in Britain, often at the expense of White American servicemen. It is part of the amazing canon of research established by Graham Smith in his ground-breaking When Jim Crow Met John Bull: Black American Soldiers in World War II Britain (1987) and further explored and developed by David Reynolds in Rich Relations: The American Occupation of Britain, 1942–1945 (1995).


This book is about a moment of interracial sex and the court martial that followed as the clock counted down to D-Day. It is about the reaction to it from a society deep in preparation for battle. It is about Allies and enmity, people power and the press, and perceptions and reality. Ultimately, it reveals a viewpoint on Great Britain and America at a key moment in history which is as surprising as it is alternative.


Readers should also be warned that racist and offensive language in primary sources is quoted as it originally appeared.




Prologue: 26 May 1944


Twenty American soldiers trooped into a small room on a British prison wing just before 1 a.m. on 26 May 1944. They had been forewarned by their commandant that things would get grisly and to leave if they felt ‘the least bit faint’. At five minutes before the hour, Private Wiley Harris Jr, an African American soldier, was led in via a door concealed behind a bookcase in his adjoining cell. The serviceman from Greenville, Georgia, was now face to face with the gallows that awaited him. His last few steps brought him to a standstill over the scaffold’s trapdoor; known as ‘the drop’.


This was Shepton Mallet in Somerset, one of Britain’s oldest prisons and since 1942 a US Army jail complete with an execution chamber its American occupiers had revamped. Thick, stone perimeter walls some 75ft high shielded the newly dubbed 2912th Disciplinary Training Center from the outside world.


The only British aspects to the killing process (other than its location) were the style of hanging and the executioners: septuagenarian Thomas Pierrepoint and sometimes his nephew Albert, who later recalled:




They were allowed most of the American customs except the actual method of execution; no standard drop, no hangman’s knot, but a variable drop on a modern noose suspended from a British gallows and designed [to ensure] instantaneous death.1





Having followed his father and uncle into the family business of state execution, Albert Pierrepoint was no stranger to the macabre, but he drew the line at some of the more bizarre rituals of American judicial killing in the Second World War. The peculiar middle-of-the-night timing of executions was one. ‘Another custom which was strange to me was the practice of laying on a mighty feast before the execution,’ he continued. ‘We were eating badly in this country at that time, but at an American execution you could be sure of the best running buffet and unlimited canned beer.’2


Private Harris Jr was about to suffer a third idiosyncrasy – the American habit of making death row prisoners spend long, fateful minutes pinioned in position, poised for death. Every vestige of military insignia had already been ritualistically stripped from the condemned man’s uniform as a public demonstration of his shameful army dismissal.


Commandant Major James C. Cullens now stepped up to read the charges and explain why the prisoner was going to be executed. To the men tasked with hanging Harris Jr, this detail, the ‘sickening interval between [our] … introduction to the prisoner and his death’ was the ‘hardest’ custom of all to stomach.3


Assembled army witnesses heard that Private Wiley Harris Jr had been court-martialled for murder, found guilty and sentenced to death. One wonders what the 26-year-old soldier was contemplating at this point. His last moment of freedom had been a twenty-four-hour pass from the 626th Ordnance Ammunition Company’s camp in County Down, Northern Ireland.


Private Harris Jr had been drinking with friends at the Diamond Bar in Belfast on 6 March 1944 when he bumped into the shady Harry Coogan, who promised to arrange an assignation with young Eileen Megaw. The American was tricked into handing over £1 for the promise of sex. Having paid up front by torchlight, he was starting to undress in the unused air-raid shelter that had been commandeered for the purpose when Coogan called a warning from outside. Police were coming and they needed to run.


Going outside and seeing there were none, Private Harris Jr asked Megaw to return to the shelter. When she refused, he realised he’d been deceived and demanded his money back. Coogan told her not to, but Megaw dropped the coins accidentally while running away up the street. It was while the GI stooped to pick them up that Coogan struck him on the cheek, shouting: ‘This n****r is going to stab this woman and I am not going to let him.’4 Which was when Harris Jr pulled out a knife and stabbed Coogan sixteen times. Murder charges were brought within days.


Racism was key to the ill-fated hustle. It framed the pimp’s insult, triggered a lethal response and clouded subsequent legal proceedings. Private Harris Jr must have realised there could be no good outcome when the prosecutor wanted to know whether ‘any member of the Court has scruples which would prevent him voting for a sentence of death’.5 Neither did claims that investigators tricked him into making a statement carry any weight with the army panel at Victoria Barracks in Belfast.6


Nor could the verdict of a British inquest, four days later (which found ‘no premeditation or malice aforethought’), sway the US Army’s still unannounced decision. The British jury independently decided it was manslaughter not murder. Belfast Coroner Dr H.P. Lowe blamed Coogan for his own death, describing his conduct as ‘a disgrace to all right-thinking men’ and Megaw’s as symbolic of a ‘great lack of parental control over young girls in the city’.7 Dr Lowe concluded that Harris Jr’s actions were frenzied rather than premeditated – the crucial and differentiating component of murder.


It should have made the difference between life and death to Private Harris Jr, especially given this was the British coroner’s findings about the demise of one of its own. But the US military court found Private Wiley Harris Jr guilty of murder anyway. Two months later, the death sentence was confirmed, and it was announced that the punishment would be carried out within forty-eight hours.


Perhaps as Private Harris Jr stood listening to the commandant, he might have considered Northern Ireland’s vehement and vociferous opposition to his plight. Pleas for clemency quickly poured in as soon as the verdict was made public; partly in response to particulars of the killing, but also because it tapped into British fears that the US Army punished its Black soldiers too harshly.


People wrote letters begging for Private Harris Jr to face prison time rather than death, and right up until the last minute they kept coming. Incensed citizens prompted the city’s council, the Belfast Corporation, to initiate a flurry of urgent telegrams. The lord mayor sent one pleading for Harris Jr’s life as did political organisations including the Labour Party and Communist Party. The Belfast Trades Council sent strongly worded messages to Prime Minister of Northern Ireland Sir Basil Brooke in addition to all five major workers’ unions, ranging from the Amalgamated Transport and General Workers’ Union to the Municipal and General Workers’ Union. Roman Catholics and Protestants overcame their differences to agitate for Private Wiley Harris Jr. That this ‘astonishing unanimity’ happened ‘in a city noted for its religious divisions’ made it even more monumental.8


This growing crescendo of ‘dramatic eleventh-hour efforts’ prompted Leader of the House of Lords Viscount Cranborne to write urgently to US President Franklin D. Roosevelt that ‘ninety-nine per cent of people in Britain opposed the execution of Wiley Harris and … it would damage Anglo-American relations should he be hanged’.9


Knowing this might have been a comfort to Private Harris Jr as the commandant read on. Kinder still, believed executioner Albert Pierrepoint, would be to get the sentence over and done with. ‘Even a few seconds can be a long time when a man is waiting to die,’ he reflected later. ‘Under British custom I was working to the sort of timing when the drop fell between eight and twenty seconds after I had entered the condemned cell,’ he continued.10 Famously, he boasted of lighting a cigar before entering the execution chamber and being able to pick it up still smouldering after expertly dispensing with British civilians in record time.


Private Harris had been standing on the ‘drop’ for more than three minutes in a crowded room measuring roughly 4.3m × 3.6m – the size of a very small modern British garage.11 But his wait was still not over because now, according to his death record:




The commandant … addressed the prisoner as follows … ‘Wiley Harris do you have a statement to make before the order directing your execution is carried out?’


Private Harris: ‘I don’t have any statement to make sir.’


Chaplain John Ridout addressed the prisoner as follows. ‘Do you have anything you want to say to me?’


Private Harris: ‘I appreciate what you did for me sir. I appreciate what everybody did and I want to wish everybody good luck.’





Eventually, the official record shows that following ‘silent signals given by the commandant, the executioners proceeded’.12


Normally, the ‘silent signal’ was the last word of the chaplain’s prayer, invariably ‘Amen’. During the first US military execution in Britain the previous year, great care and attention had been taken to note every utterance of the proceedings right down to the wording of the final psalm. Twelve months and several deaths later, attention to detail had faded. Private Wiley Harris Jr was the sixth American soldier to be hanged at Shepton Mallet. As the procedure became more routine – and the execution unit more inured to its niceties – even the fact that prayers were uttered was no longer documented.


It took four minutes from Private Harris Jr entering the execution chamber to die. The time recorded was 00.59 a.m., 26 May 1944. He was pronounced dead by three medical officers and the cause of death was determined as suffocation by judicial hanging. His body remained dangling through the gaping wooden hole for the next hour until 2 a.m., when he was cut down and washed. At this point, the Graves Registration Committee signed a receipt for Harris’s body and picked it up in preparation for the 94-mile journey by ambulance to a section reserved for US military personnel in Brookwood Cemetery, Surrey. Wiley Harris Jr was to be buried in Plot X – an unmarked and unconsecrated piece of ground opposite a tool shed and near a compost heap that had been earmarked for the dishonoured dead. He was wearing a 95 per cent cotton Sears & Roebuck mattress cover; the final resting uniform of all state-executed servicemen.13


The US Army’s proclivity for nocturnal hangings ensured ‘the prison was quiet and the sound of the trap-fall … unmistakeable’, recalled Sergeant Bernard B. James, who was incarcerated at Shepton Mallet Prison and consequently one of the ‘indirect witnesses to numerous executions of young black men’ including Wiley Harris Jr.14 The subtle but unmistakeable sounds of Private Harris’s body being moved out between 2 a.m. and 3 a.m. were equally distinct.


One prisoner listening with singular intent was Leroy Henry, in a room not 30ft from the death chamber. Fresh from his own court martial in Wiltshire that day, he had been found guilty of rape, sentenced to death and now taken the deceased soldier’s spot on the wing for condemned men. Like the man into whose shoes he had stepped, he was African American. From his stark, solitary prison cell, the muted echoes of Private Wiley Harris Jr being loaded into an ambulance must have been deafening.




1


5 May 1944: The State of Britain


The early summer evening that landed Leroy Henry on death row started innocently enough. On 5 May 1944, Corporal Henry decided to leave his camp in the hillside village of South Stoke, just outside Bath. The soldier set off along the shaded, tree-lined road, zigzagging endless rows of Nissen-hut rooftops that occupied the grounds of Brantwood, the 1920s country house now home to his unit. Built in the asymmetrical Arts & Crafts style inspired by Victorian polymath John Ruskin, it was emboldened by sharp gables and constructed entirely in the same soft honey-coloured limestone that gave Bath its glow. It even shared the name of Ruskin’s own Lake District home.


Turning left out of the gates he walked up a steep, narrow country lane cut through farmland and headed towards the local pub, just half a mile away. Five minutes later, Leroy Henry arrived at the Cross Keys, an eighteenth-century coaching inn at the crossroads and a traditional stage post on the old Bath to Warminster turnpike road.


The tall American soldier arrived just after doors opening and spent a cheery evening there at its aged wooden bar, drinking beer with friends from the 3914th Gasoline Supply Company. At first, a young Bath woman was playing classic British tunes on the pub’s piano, but later one of Leroy’s company members took to the keys to show them what they were listening to across the Atlantic.


Leroy Henry nipped out only once, briefly, to another pub, the King William, a ten-minute walk away, before settling in for the night. So far, so good. It was an enjoyable end to an unremarkable day, slighted only by sub-average temperatures, according to meteorologists ferociously studying forecasts to aid D-Day planning.1 This underwhelming but typical British summer weather must have been as unremarkable to Leroy Henry and the nation at large as its now permanent state of war.


By 5 May 1944, epic frontline triumphs and disasters had defined Britain’s being for nearly five years. It had started with famous successes against the odds exemplified by the Battle of Britain in 1940 or the extraordinary evacuation at Dunkirk which, instead of a defeat, was portrayed as a triumph in the best traditions of The Charge of the Light Brigade. Even this couldn’t disguise catastrophes such as the fall of Singapore to the Japanese, described by Winston Churchill as ‘the largest capitulation’ in British military history, and the terrible loss of life at the disastrous, ill-judged Dieppe landings. In January 1942, Britain’s lonely line against Germany was comprehensively reinforced by the arrival of the United States of America. Together with the recent addition of the Soviet Union, it was a mighty three-way alliance, kindling new optimism for eventual victory.


Events began to fan the flames. Although Hitler still maintained his iron stranglehold over the Continent, Fortress Europe was no longer impregnable. Cracks had begun to appear, first in North Africa, with victory in El Alamein in November 1942 and then the surrender of Axis troops there in May 1943. In September, Italy conceded defeat after the Allies advanced from Sicily. On the Eastern Front, the gargantuan struggles of the German and Russian armies over Stalingrad had resulted in nearly 2 million dead, missing, wounded or captured soldiers on both sides. The scale of loss was unimaginable, but the capitulation of Field Marshal Paulus’s Sixth Army in January 1943, resulting in the surrender of 91,000 Germans, well and truly marked the turn of the tide.2


Back in Britain, all talk was now focused on the main event and when the second front in Europe would open. ‘We are waiting, waiting, waiting!’ wrote Nancy Astor MP in May 1944.3


What else, other than waiting, was happening on the British Home Front at this historic cusp? Since September 1939, nearly 9 million British and colonial citizens had volunteered or been drafted to fight. Roughly 17 million more either filled the civilian jobs of servicemen and women, freeing them to fight, or took on new work producing weaponry for them to use. All of which, according to popular folklore, was carried out in the chirpy, chipper, Blitz-like spirit of British stoicism. The accompanying soundtrack to all this was Vera Lynn, the Lindy Hop and all that jazz as romantic encounters became part of life in – and out – of uniform.


Although broadly accurate, there was more to it than people obediently stiffening lips and submitting to the government’s motivational mantra to ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’. What kind of Home Front world had Leroy Henry really ventured out into on the evening of 5 May 1944? Unsurprisingly, the true life of Britain, unfettered from official propaganda, was more nuanced.


Chief change was the radical transformation in British women’s role in society, forged by half a decade’s conflict. Men and women had long since mobilised into forces for armed service or work on the land, in factories and other essential battle-associated jobs. Essentially, this confounded stereotypes, smashing barriers to women’s employment in all sorts of traditional male preserves – from mechanics, engineering, bus and fire engine driving to making munitions. In 1943, nearly 90 per cent of all single and 80 per cent of married women were hard at work in jobs they never dreamed would be open to them. By 1944, 80,000 members of the Women’s Land Army – known as Land Girls – were employed on farms, bringing the total number of female workers to 7 million. Altogether, a third of the civilian population was engaged in war work by this stage, according to the Imperial War Museum, proving ‘the British government mobilised civilians more effectively than any other combatant nation’.4


In addition, hundreds of thousands of women were suddenly serving in the armed forces doing vital tasks from ambulance driving and delivering planes to the front line to manning anti-aircraft batteries and even parachuting behind enemy lines in pursuit of Winston Churchill’s exhortation to ‘set Europe ablaze’. A quarter of a million were in the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS) and nearly 200,000 more served in the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF), either maintaining aircrafts, drawing up weather reports or working on airfields. At least 74,000 women joined the ‘Senior Service’ to perform land-based naval roles in the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS) at home – most famously, code-breaking at Bletchley Park – and overseas. They became military nurses and volunteered for the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY) or Women’s Voluntary Service (WVS).


Such formidable female strength was inescapable and did not go unnoticed at the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF). ‘If you don’t send me WACs [Women’s Army Corp] over here … I’m just going to hire a regular army of civilians. I’ve seen what women can do in wartime; I’ve seen how they can free men for their primary duty – fighting,’ said Supreme Commander Dwight D. Eisenhower to his own right-hand woman, Kay Summersby, of the British Mechanised Transport Corps, who worked initially as his driver and later as personal secretary.5


Little wonder that Mavis Tate, acting Member of Parliament for Bath, backed a futile campaign to reverse the ban on women officially joining the Home Guard – a red tape that prevented fit and healthy women from joining the ranks of ‘Dad’s Army’, but welcomed men up to the age of 65 and those over 17 who had failed army medical examinations. Undeterred, the fearless Mrs Tate campaigned tirelessly for equality and achieved the unthinkable by winning over ninety-five MPs to back her demand for women to receive the same compensation for war injuries as men in 1942. She was a visionary feminist, telling radio listeners in the summer of 1944 that women had actively assisted the war effort, becoming:




… extremely highly skilled at work nobody has previously imagined they could do. I see a future and I work for a future in which not only will women do highly skilled work of all sorts and enter most professions on equal terms with men but they will hold high administrative positions and plan the kind of conditions under which work will be carried on.6





The tinkling of glass could be heard in May 1944 as traditional ceilings continued to shatter. Jobs as magistrates in the Isle of Man, plain clothes detectives and even undertakers were opened to women that month.7


It wasn’t as if work for the 8.75 million full-time housewives was any less dynamic. Overnight, women were navigating the wave of changes that war brought to household management and were forced to master ration books, recycling on a scale still unimaginable, hen-keeping and allotments – as well as performing additional voluntary war work. This was just as critical to the nation’s war effort, according to domestic bible Good Housekeeping:




Not only must you bring up your children to be healthy and strong … your husband or other war workers so they may be fit and alert … but with less help … money and … ingredients than ever before …We leave it to you, the Good Housekeepers of Britain.8





Publishing supremo Cecil King considered the societal transformation in Britain as profound. As director of the Daily Mirror and deputy chairman of its sister paper, the Sunday Pictorial, with a combined circulation of more than 7 million he could claim, with quiet authority, that ‘the main change since 1939 has been in the position of women’.


Walking through Hampstead Heath, one blustery day, and discussing the major social and political consequences with his wife Margot, he reflected how their clothes and so much more had changed:




Everywhere one sees women either in slacks or with bare legs. Smoking in the street by women is general, and we are both struck by the way women are determined to claim in every way the same freedom as men.9





They wanted to claim the same rewards too. Women were undoubtedly doing their fair share and questions about why they were paid less than men for doing the same job grew louder. ‘Equal pay for equal work may become the biggest social issue of the century,’ predicted the Daily Mirror on 5 May.


Resistance to the new battle cry was inevitable. President of the Amalgamated Engineering Union, Jack Tanner warned its women’s conference that support for the principle of equal pay was categorically ‘not unanimous’. ‘Even among some of their male members there was not clear approval or enthusiastic support,’ he said. The opposition seemed fundamental, he continued, ‘They did not accept the basis of equality as human beings.’10


Later that month, the Postal Workers’ Union would vote to retain its marriage bar – which banned women from working there if married. Therefore, women’s progress by May 1944, although exciting, was limited by pay, status and male expectation. ‘While they were expected to perform previously male tasks, and for less pay, they were also required to uphold traditional expressions of femininity,’ surmised social historian Sonya O. Rose. In short, ‘women’s wartime roles were equivocal’.11 This battle for true equality would rage long after the world’s guns stopped firing in 1945.


Leroy Henry would have seen for himself the newfound status and role of British women, but perhaps not the powerful media voice advocating on their behalf. The gutsy, prolific, 4-million-a-day-selling Daily Mirror had deliberately targeted women when the visionary team of Cecil King and Guy Bartholomew joined forces to relaunch it in the 1930s. Written and designed for the ‘much neglected’ strata of society, the tabloid was aimed predominantly at ‘girls – working girls; hundreds of thousands of them, toiling over typewriters and ledgers’.12 With women employed in unprecedented numbers, by May 1944 the Mirror was a force to be reckoned with. It is surely no coincidence that the tabloid unveiled its first agony aunt column that month.


This seismic shift of women away from home, compounded by a general absence of men, prompted a second and worrying trend in the Britain that was now home to Leroy Henry. Up and down the country, reports of wild behaviour among ‘feral’ children were on the rise. ‘There is particular concern about the damaging of property, breaking of windows, slashing of cinema seats, smashing electric light bulbs in trains and damage to parks and gardens,’ fretted secret government analysis of public morale. This juvenile vandalism was directly attributable to ‘lack of parental control particularly where mothers are at work’, according to Home Intelligence’s weekly report in May. It blamed the mini crimewave on ‘the irresponsibility of parents particularly of working mothers “with money to spare” who spend their time in pubs and cinemas’ and went on to list lack of ‘supervisors’ for children at home and a lack of ‘wholesome’ leisure pursuits as additional factors.13


Working parents were absent from many British homes for much of the Second World War. In addition, thousands of adolescents were bombed out of education, leaving an estimated 80,000 school-age children to run ‘wild’ in London and 68,000 around Manchester in 1940 and 1941 respectively. Things weren’t much better in the countryside, with only a quarter of all evacuees attending school in 1940.14 Nor was it simply a matter of children not being supervised – in a few hundred cases, it was abandonment and worse.


Not only did prosecutions for neglect and child cruelty more than double during the war, but children themselves were increasingly prosecuted. Convictions for 17-year-olds in magistrates’ courts jumped nearly 40 per cent in only two years to reach 72,000 in 1941. Worse still, more than half of those punished with borstal tended to be institutionally criminalised by the experience. When war broke out, it was decided to release children who had served at least six months of their sentences in approved schools or remand homes. But 50 per cent of the boys and 56 per cent of the girls were right back where they started in 1943 and 1946 respectively. ‘It confirmed the opinion of some chief constables that Borstal and approved schools offered little more than apprenticeship schemes for crime, and that after-care, poor in the pre-war years, was all but non-existent during the war,’ according to social historian Juliet Gardiner.15


It wasn’t just the children. A third change in British society – and one Leroy Henry may well have noticed while living here – was that general levels of criminality were soaring merrily. Between 1939 and 1945, reported crimes leapt nearly 60 per cent to an annual 478,394, representing a golden epoch of illegality for Britain. ‘During World War II, England and Wales, especially the former, were far from being places of only strong resoluteness and determination. They were also scenes of radical social disruption, none more evident than with the rapid growth in crime,’ according to criminologist Professor J. Robert Lilly.16


The blackout and bombs offered a perfect subterfuge for illicit activities – from robbery and rape to burglary and murder. Looting bombed-out homes and factories offered one of the swiftest and most obvious opportunities to make a fast buck. Dealing with a typical post-bombing salvage operation, one foreman remarked ironically, after finding an abandoned handbag, ‘I been all through the last war … but I never came across a bomb like it. It’s blown every bag open and knocked the money out, it’s even knocked the money out of the gas meters, yet it didn’t break the electric light bulb in the basement!’17


Notorious London criminals such as ‘Mad’ Frankie Fraser had never had it so good as when Britain was at war. He and his associates looked back to the 1940s with glowing nostalgia as a criminal’s idyll where they perfected their skillsets amid rich pickings, said Professor Lilly:




Everyone, according to Fraser, was ‘at it’ and had money, but not needed goods because of shortage and rationing. It was a time of paradise for thieves, he said, that was made all the better by black-outs and air raids. These not only provided cover for crime, but they were also part of an atmosphere within which people were mindful that they were all ‘in it together’ and that tomorrow they could be blown to bits … In Fraser’s words: ‘It was wonderful. I’ll never forgive Hitler for surrendering, they were great days.’18





Removing the rose-tinted filter on life in Britain in May 1944 reveals a more complex and accurate picture of women, children and criminality that outsiders like Leroy Henry would have spied. It would also have been blazingly obvious to him, and fellow Americans, that the people they lived among were hungry, weary and often poor.


In scenes not unlike the Covid-19 pandemic, the Second World War started with a fevered frenzy of spending and hoarding. Soon shop shelves were gapingly empty. People were not stockpiling lavatory rolls in 1939, but grocery essentials instead, and tales abounded of chauffeur-driven cars pulling up in poorer areas to strip bare its stores. A grocer in London’s East End told of how ‘the shortages are bringing in the rich people from the West End to take the poor people’s food. They come in their cars … and buy … nightlights and candles, tinned goods, corned beef and that sort of thing … they go mad on sugar.’19


Grocers were forced to begin informal rationing before it started officially. Shelves were never fully replenished and soon reflected the fact that food imports had been drastically slashed by half to an annual 10–11 million tonnes.


The first staples subjected to rationing were butter, sugar, bacon and ham. Meat became subject to rationing in March 1940, preserves a year later, cheese in May 1941, and even tea and margarine the following summer. By then, half the country’s manual workers had an allotment or garden, producing 10 per cent of the nation’s food. Eggs came from domestic hen keepers.


But still it wasn’t enough, and the deprivations were felt by most people, who survived on ever-decreasing rations. Living just 3 miles away from Leroy Henry’s camp, Mrs Joan Matthews described how ‘we have gradually had to do without more and more of the luxuries of life’. Writing to her daughter Judy, who had been safely evacuated to the United States, the Bath housewife described the family’s weekly rations:




… they will seem hard to you after all that you have been used to. These are some of our present rations. Milk: 2 ½ pints … Margarine: 4oz … Butter: 2oz … Sugar: ½ pound … Meat: ½[lb] worth a week (enough for about two days); Fish: not rationed but you can’t often get it; Jam: 1lb a month (sometimes there is an extra ration); Cheese: 3oz … Bacon: 4oz … Eggs: Vary 1 a week to 1 a month.20





Food was sufficiently tight to merit a debate that raged in The Times letters page as to whether it was selfish to keep a dog during the war. Beer remained a source of tax, but even so, it was watered down. Mrs Matthews went on to explain to her daughter, living in a land of relative plenty, that under rationing her husband and she had twenty-four points a month from which to purchase dry goods such as lentils and rice as well as meat. ‘We hardly ever see any fresh or tinned fruit.’21


Perversely, it was the non-allocated foods that became most desirable. ‘Just because something was not rationed, it did not mean it was in plentiful supply – quite the reverse,’ concluded historian Juliet Gardiner. ‘It was unrationed foods that led to the symbol of wartime drudgery: endless queuing, in the hope of getting tomatoes … or onions – eighty per cent of which pre-war had come from Spain or France.’22


It created a thriving black market and the widespread shortages made everything seem run down and neglected. ‘The house and garden – to say nothing of our clothes! – get shabbier and shabbier but somehow it doesn’t seem to matter particularly,’ wrote Dr Ted Matthews from Bath to the American family sheltering his four children for the war’s duration.23


Another lesser-known side to Britain’s famously bullish, bulldog spirit – and probably because of the colossal effort to sustain it – was an overwhelming tiredness that enveloped the country. By May 1944, people were utterly exhausted, ill and war weary in every region of the nation, reported government guardians of morale.24 Human expression was given to the worrying raw data collected for the Ministry of Information’s (MoI) monthly round-up, in private letters written and exchanged all over Britain. ‘I feel I could enjoy myself if only I had the time,’ wrote Janet, wife of the legendary CBS broadcaster Ed Murrow, who captivated America with his wartime programmes from London. ‘There’s no hope of our getting the necessary rest, change and lift,’ she wrote to her brother, Dart, in May 1944:




We are tired out, like the rest of the people who’ve been at war for five years … and if we’re tired, think what the continent must be like. We are all anxious to get on and [be] free of worry about what will happen once we have freed the continent. Tis a gloomy picture.25





Novelist Evelyn Waugh agreed, finding on a trip to London, ‘everyone scared of air raids and, in contrast to my own health, very grey and old’.26 Again, in Bath, Dr Matthews voiced a national feeling when writing to America: ‘What is so wearing is the background of tension, the instability and incalculable quality of life. Men and women are immensely tired. They long with all their hearts for an end to this business.’27


A good indicator of the increasing sense of ennui was dwindling support for Salute the Soldier Week, a countrywide fundraising drive in 1944 with community events and activities to attract investment in National Savings. ‘Both interest and enthusiasm are … said to be waning … People hope this will be the last of these campaigns’ was noted in the Home Intelligence Division’s weekly report.28 Again, it was something felt keenly in Bath. ‘The people here are tired, and, being tired, are liable now to big fluctuations in their attitude to the war,’ wrote Dr Matthews. ‘There is of course no defeatism since everyone is quite happy about the outcome of it all, but the further off the end seems, the more depressed people get … Everyone is heartily sick of talk and speeches.’29


People weren’t just feeling war weary but were stressed out about finding accommodation, high rents, lack of footwear for children, shopping difficulties, food queues, scarcity of fish to eat, and shortages in bedding and household linen in the weeks running up to D-Day according to the MoI. Cigarettes, although not rationed, were also in short supply.30


Nevertheless, it would be wrong to think these shifting sands had people crying into their beer as they sat alongside Leroy Henry. There was no overpowering sense of doom and gloom pervading either the Cross Keys pub in Bath, where he was drinking, or society at large. Admittedly, there were now different shades and textures to British life, making wartime living intricately complex. Exhaustion, upset and illness in a community radically changed by five years of near-continuous war was clear and present. But it was only one end of the British spectrum and at the other was a boisterous buoyancy and zest for life that was impossible to overstate.


Such exuberance and hope at this watershed moment provided a real counterbalance to the difficulties of wartime living. Perhaps this was best evoked by a newspaper story no doubt discussed in Leroy Henry’s pub that night about a community’s response to scratchings they saw in the sky. Scores of Ipswich residents described to Daily Mirror journalists a vapour-like vision of the Crucifixion, right down to the very details of nails on the cross, that was seen clearly for fifteen minutes. It was interpreted as a spiritual indicator of the battle yet to come – both epitomising and reflecting the community’s dogged sense of optimism.31


Hope also flourished – somewhat more raucously – in cities, as Britain partied like the world might end tomorrow. London set the fast and furious pace in 1940 as airmen flocked ‘for forty-eight hours’ worth of precious escape’, according to General Eisenhower’s aide, Kay Summersby. Although increasingly bomb-scarred and war-blackened, Piccadilly Circus remained the magnet for servicemen of ‘every color, language and uniform’. By 1944, ‘overwhelming all others by sheer weight of numbers were the Yanks, hands in pockets, leaning against the walls, flirting with anyone in a skirt’.32


Although they had by far the most cash to throw around, it was not just Americans who created the fascination, fizz and fun. Mostly, it stemmed from an overriding urge to snatch opportunities for excitement in a dangerous world where sudden death was always around the corner. Even bombs couldn’t knock the stuffing out of a good night, according to one of the famous Mitford sisters, Deborah, who recalled blithely driving around London in her ‘flimsy’ Austin Seven with husband-to-be Andrew Devonshire. ‘When one nightclub got too hot with incendiary bomb falling close by, we moved to another. We took no notice of the bombing – it never occurred to us that we might be hit.’33


Other British cities too could give London a run for its money. Nina Masel, a WAAF based in Preston, Lancashire, wrote about ‘the great man-chase’, which dominated 85 per cent of all conversation, meaning that she was ‘happiest when I am conducting two or three successful affairs … I am second happiest when I am pretending to other girls that I am successful as above’. Hilariously, Miss Masel described how the pursuit worked. A colleague, who had been trying to get a date with a handsome new officer ‘was sitting next to him in the Ops room one day full of concentration in her conversation when suddenly she smiled, looked across at me, and mouthed the words “Got him!”’34


Bristol resident Patricia Edmead remembers the transformative effect of the Americans there:




Life was hard, we had hardly any food, all we had was bread, bread, bread and it wasn’t very good bread at that. We were miserable, hungry and it was all the black out, we were just miserable. … And when they [the Americans] came it was like a ray of sunshine because they were so nice. They were good to us. Oh the girls loved the Americans. They’d be walking round the streets looking for girls. They were especially good to the children who weren’t having a very good time. Because they missed their own children, so they were very kind to them and I’ll never forget that as long as I live.35





It felt the same in nearby Chippenham. ‘I cannot recall anyone who had the slightest idea of how tremendous an impact the Americans would have on our lives,’ recalled Avice Wilson years later. ‘The Americans changed England more than the English like to realise and admit.’36


Less appreciated was the fact that satisfying the sexual needs of a resident US Army created practical, short-term solutions to alleviating hunger and deprivation. Some even began to supplement meagre diets and poor incomes by selling sexual favours to the overpaid Americans who were abruptly planted in their communities. In London, they were called ‘Piccadilly Commandos’ or ‘Hyde Park Rangers’. ‘The Suitcase Girls’ set up in the New Forest and were a common sight in regional railway stations around the country on weekends. They weren’t necessarily professional prostitutes. More often, they were merely trying to feed families in desperate need.


In Bath, it was a bit more subtle, but only just. Kathleen Hill said, recalling pub life in 1944:




There was a woman who did visit the Red Lion in Odd Down [Bath] and would sit and cross her legs and gently move her foot about showing [the price] 10/- attached on the sole of her shoe. After a while she would go through the back entrance and be followed by a ‘client’??? After a while return, waiting for another client … it was an insight into what was going on.37





Bath, the city that would change Leroy Henry’s life, was a near-perfect microcosm of Britain’s juxtaposed and contradictory realities. It sat beneath a cluster of emerald, patchwork hills climbing gently in all directions to form a natural arena that had been filled by visionary Georgian builders with line upon line of terraces and crescents. Palladian-inspired architecture in warm, buttery limestone radiated out from the city centre and upwards bestowing a ravishing uniformity that was punctuated by spires, chimneys and slate-grey roof tiles. Trees crowned the highest reaches and green spaces filled the widest to tiniest gaps.


Bath’s physical civic beauty would have made its Roman forebears proud, yet the Somerset city’s trademark stone, quarried in the village of Combe Down, was long since blackened by years of heavy manufacturing. For, despite its obvious wealth and gentility, pre-war Bath was best known for industry created by the likes of Stothert & Pitt, the engineering company famous for its dockyard cranes, which employed thousands south of the city centre. Precision engineering company Horstman (previously Bath’s only car manufacturer) was nearby, as was the Pitman Press on the Lower Bristol Road. No less than three train companies operated in Bath: the Great Western Railway, the Midland Railway (its yard was south of the River Avon) and the Somerset and Dorset Railway (affectionately known as the ‘slow and dirty’), which was also used to transport coal from the still active mines in Radstock, Somerset. Railway housing had been built close to the two locomotive depots near the station. In short, Bath’s grime-encrusted fabric was proof that modern heavy industry was its lifeblood, however historic and splendid the setting.


Two years earlier, war had come crashing into Bath in a devastating Luftwaffe bombardment. Before April 1942, it was neighbouring Bristol that bore the brunt of Nazi bombing. ‘We really got blasé to it in the war because every single night, bombers would be going over Bath to raid Bristol,’ recalled Frank Sumsion, then a 16-year-old schoolboy from Combe Down. ‘As young teenagers we used to sit on the wall of the school playing fields as the heavy raids started – we used to watch the fires start. We could see Bristol burning. We would watch it from Odd Down – Rush Hill.’38


An attack on the beautiful city seemed unthinkable to the extent that few preparations were made for the event of an aerial bombardment. ‘While there were searchlights round about Bath, there was little or no protection, no anti-aircraft guns, and right up until 1942, when we were bombed, Bath was an undefended city,’ said Harry Patch, who served with an Auxiliary Fire Service crew. On the night of Saturday, 25 April, he was with his wife at home in Combe Down ‘when we were called out. I remember it as a clear, moonlit evening and as we left the house the first German aircraft began to circle around the city … numerous flares were dropped lighting the whole area up.’39


Just a mile away in South Stoke, 12-year-old Brian Perkins was hiding under the kitchen table, ‘You could hear the planes circling very low. No guns to hit back. Fire watchers said you could almost hit them with stones they were flying so low.’40 Bullet holes were scorched into walls all over the city that night in a terrifying twist for bystanders. ‘You could see the red tracer bullets flying. I looked up and saw a plane machine gunning along the back of the allotments. It seemed to confront us,’ remembered Faith Dolman, 8 years old at the time.41


Just over two years before Leroy Henry was settling down to a pub night in Combe Down, residents had emerged from their houses to see streets such as The Avenue had been strafed. ‘There are still marks in the face of the Church Rooms,’ said Phil Bishop.42


That night and the next, eighty bombers came in three waves from northern France, leaving 400 people dead, hundreds more injured, 329 buildings destroyed and thousands more damaged, some beyond repair. Nowhere was sacred. Twenty-one-year-old nurse Gwynneth Ruffle, working nights at the city’s Royal United Hospital, heard ‘a whooshing noise … then a huge bang. Immediately in front of me the sliding doors crashed down into the corridors.’43 Lydia Curtis vividly remembers how, as the returning bombers passed over in broad daylight, ‘My mother rushed out of the kitchen waving a saucepan and yelling at them to go home!’44


Bath was just one city hit in the series of aerial attacks that became known as the Baedeker Raids, after the German tourist guide, referring to the historic nature of targets such as Exeter, Norwich, York and Canterbury. ‘In the case of Bath, it was a systematic terror-raid to break morale. It was totally unexpected,’ recalled Margaret Paroutaud, then a University of Bristol student. She and fellow language undergraduates rushed to Bath the following day to operate an emergency telegram delivery service:




We cycled all over … carrying messages and bringing back reports. It was heart breaking. We would go to an address only to find that it wasn’t there any more … I shall never forget the streets of Bath all crunchy with broken glass and rubble. The shocked, tense faces of the people and this stiff upper-lip thing that kept them from crying and raging over the loss and the desolation.45





Two years after the raids, Bath was still bearing its war wounds. Writing to the American mother looking after her children, Mrs Matthews said, ‘Everything is so incredibly dirty, worn, shabby and battered.’46


Bomb-damaged Bath held a mirror to the nation in other ways too. Its society was in flux after the arrival of various units of servicemen, Irish labourers, who built vast underground ammunition dumps in local quarries in Corsham and Box, and evacuees (‘vackies’) from London. But what transformed the city from the moment war was declared was the coming of the Admiralty, one of the most important government departments, which relocated from Whitehall in September 1939 bringing with it 4,000 new residents.


Hotels and private schools were rapidly requisitioned to make way for the incoming civil servants. New office buildings for them were constructed in Ensleigh, the Warminster Road and Foxhill, and additional accommodation was found for office workers, including many young women and military personnel, in billets.47


Amid this more complex social blend, as in Britain as a whole, there was not only defiance but cause for hope and joy. ‘People have said to me what’s the happiest time of your life and I will say to them – in the wartime,’ remembered Glenys Green, brought up in Monkton Combe, a chocolate-box village 3 miles south of Bath:




Everybody looked after everybody else, we all looked after each other, we all did things together. You never locked your door. My mother said our door is open to anybody that needs anything; she was great like that. My father, he was the same; people would walk in … I can remember that. It was just an open house. As were others’ houses. If you didn’t have any sugar you went to your neighbours and ask for a cup of sugar that you’d pay back when you got your rations. There wasn’t lots of food, there was very little meat. But we were very happy.48





The feeling shuddered around the nation, completing the ever-turning kaleidoscope of wartime emotions. Happiness, hope and excitement morphed endlessly into exhaustion, dread and misery. The backdrop was dirty, noisy, but dynamic and diverse. It was precisely the type of topsy-turvy society in which extraordinary things could happen. Everyday people could become heroes, allies turn into enemies and strangers from far-flung lands forge unlikely bonds.
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5 May 1944: The Arrest of Leroy Henry


This was Bath in 1944 and there was Leroy Henry at the Cross Keys, drinking it in with his pint of weak British beer. ‘Very tall. Very quiet’, was the impression he made on Patricia Edmead, wife of Louis, one of Leroy’s friends. ‘And I remember Leroy was very quietly spoken. He didn’t have a lot to say – almost a shy man. I remember we were sitting on a park bench when we met and he was stood behind with some other soldiers.’1


Bashful he may have been, but the handsome, well-built truck driver was highly regarded and liked by fellow soldiers. Wearing his US Army forage cap and overcoat bearing a distinctive ‘T’ on the shoulder, 30-year-old Leroy Henry left the Cross Keys pub about 9.50 p.m. and remained in high spirits outside, chatting with a couple of friends to ‘two ladies who had their little children in carriages’. The merry party continued talking all the way while they ‘walked back to camp together. I got back to camp about ten thirty pm and I signed in, and then went to my room’.2 There he sat happily with roommates Louis B. Williams and Tilford Gash, companionably eating cookies for half an hour.


Yet Leroy Henry wanted more than companionship and thirty minutes later left to go out and get it. Exiting camp, he doubled back to the Cross Keys pub and continued along the wide, leafy South Stoke Road, with its comfortable double-fronted villas, to make for the main highway and the centre of Combe Down ten minutes away. The village, high on a wood-bordered ridge above Bath, had originated around quarries that had given the city its stone and grown to include graceful tree-lined avenues, the triangular village green, Firs Field, and a war memorial. Its housing ranged from grand villas to criss-crossing rows of workers’ cottages, some of which boasted dramatic views over the city and countryside.


But Leroy Henry was looking one way only that night and stopped close to the village church at a two-storey terraced house partly used as a store selling shoes and canned goods. Fronted by an old shop window, long since filled in, Leroy Henry then ‘knocked … with my knuckles. I had not seen a light in the house’.


A curious and secret assignation was about to commence:




The lady opened the upstairs window and since I heard her talking to someone in the same room I asked: ‘What is the way to Bristol? Would you come down and write it on a piece of paper for me?’ The lady came downstairs and then we left the house. We walked down the road together.





Heading away from the house, they stopped when they came to a rough stone wall bordering Firs Field just a few yards down the road. Leroy Henry continued:




I helped her over the fence … I took off my overcoat and spread it on the ground. She then unbuttoned her coat, opened it, layed [sic] down and pulled her dress up. Then with her right hand she pulled the left leg of her bloomers to one side and held it over while I put my outfit in her. She’d already had her legs spread open. When I got through, I got up and put on my coat.3





It was what happened next that would make a life-or-death difference to Leroy Henry. ‘She asked me for two pounds. I didn’t have £2 but I offered her what I had which was more than £1. She refused to take that.’ His inability to pay the higher price would have significant consequences.


Leroy Henry started walking back to camp on the moonlit main road, but before long was stopped by two British policemen, who surprised him with demands for ‘the knife’. The soldier had just time to reply that he ‘never had any’ when an American military police jeep, flagged down by the British bobbies, screeched to a halt next to them. A hastily whispered conference followed between the two sets of police. It was 1.10 a.m. now. ‘Then the MP [military police] said to me “You’re under arrest, get into the Jeep.” The lady gets out of the [British police] car, walks over to the Jeep and as the MP flashed his flashlight in my face. She said: “That’s him.”’4


Leroy Henry was swept up in a fast-flowing tide of American military justice. First, he was driven to Orange Grove in Bath where the city’s police headquarters was housed in a handsome two-storey Victorian building made with the local mellow, yellow limestone but now – like much of Bath – caked in dirt and soot. Situated in the heart of the city, it was next to the swanky, 43-year-old Empire Hotel (famed for its eye-catching roofline depicting a castle, house and cottage, but now home to the relocated Admiralty), adjacent to the River Avon’s majestic weir and directly opposite the abbey where Edgar the Peaceful was crowned ‘the first King of all England’ in 973.
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