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Prologue

THE PEDIGREE

Until that day in the spring of 1951 when my mother handed me a sheaf of parchment papers tied up in pink legal ribbon and labelled ‘Pedigree’, I had always assumed that only dogs and racehorses had such things.

‘You might need this later if you ever have to prove who you really are,’ my mother, practical as ever, told me and I could see her point. How else would I ever convince anyone of the truth of the very thing I had for more than four years tried desperately to conceal? Namely, that I, Kay Norris, a passably ordinary fourteen-year-old West Country schoolgirl in regulation gymslip and matching flannel knickers, was in reality Katrin Olga Ethel Thiele, born in Berlin in 1936 and not sighted on these shores until 1946, aged ten. The pedigree, consisting of affidavited copies of my birth certificate, parents’ marriage certificate and a Home Office document proving my mother’s – and, tacked on to it, my – British nationality, explained, sort of, the metamorphosis from my German to my English self.

Katrin Olga Ethel Thiele – what names! Take ‘Ethel’ for a start. That one was infinitely more embarrassing to live with as a teenager in 1950s Devon than it had ever been in Germany, even at the height of the war. There Ethel, pronounced ‘Essel’, carried a certain chic as a foreign curiosity; here it was just comic. Nevertheless I clung to it gratefully; it was English and what did I care about embarrassment when the alternative was the fate I had been taught to dread more than any other – exposure as a German?

Despite the problems they were causing me now, my names couldn’t have been chosen for me in a more conventional way, ‘Katrin’ after the heroine of Die Katrin wird Soldat, a best-selling novel – before Hitler banned it – that my mother was reading while she was expecting me and ‘Olga’ and ‘Ethel’ after my two grandmothers. If their names made an incongruous pair, so did my grandmothers, or would have done had they ever met – Olga, the daughter of a German country parson, married to a Prussian official, and Ethel, a London hairdresser married to another hairdresser, who was, however, German. It wasn’t just the names that were a problem, it was the facts.

My brother Udo and I had grown up in Germany during the Second World War as normal German children. On the wall of our Berlin sitting-room, as of every other sitting-room, classroom, shop, office or public building I ever saw, hung a portrait of Adolf Hitler. Our father, who had been a Nazi Party official before the war, became an officer in the Wehrmacht, fighting first in France then Russia. We shared the same wartime experiences as millions of German children: bombing, evacuation and, for the lucky ones of us, successful flight from the Russian advance.

At the end of the war our mother decided to have nothing more to do with our father and, in the autumn of 1946, applied to have the three of us ‘repatriated’ to England, the country of her birth which we had, however, grown up to regard as our enemy. The problem about England, for which our mother and her mother (our grandmother Ethel) took care to prepare us, was the likelihood of being beaten up or even lynched by anyone who discovered our German origins. As we had grown up in a country where not beating up your enemies, if you had the chance, would have been considered unacceptably cissy, the welcome we were taught to expect sounded entirely logical and we co-operated fully with the plans to conceal who we really were. We took English names – ‘Norris’ had been our grandmother Ethel’s maiden name – and from the moment we set foot in England pretended that we had been born and spent the war in London. This can’t have been very convincing in my case, as I hardly spoke a word of English and what little I knew about life in England had been gleaned from people who hadn’t been there for twenty years. My only other sources, a few Playbox Comic Annuals and other children’s books dating from before the First World War, were hardly more enlightening.

During my first term at an English school, whenever I was quizzed about my origins, I stalled or lied. I couldn’t be sure that my tale of being a Londoner born and bred was believed but I assumed that I had at least managed to conceal the terrible truth, since nobody showed the slightest desire to beat me up. In fact, even when they must have suspected the truth, everyone was extraordinarily kind and nice. It was very puzzling.

Our only direct experience of rejection came from our English relatives. On top of long-standing personal jealousies they had never forgiven my grandmother Ethel for starting all the trouble by marrying a German in the first place, nearly half a century ago. Though they grudgingly sponsored our repatriation, when we appeared on their doorstep in the flesh in our extraordinary homemade clothes, with our German hairstyles, speech and manners they couldn’t take it. Within a few days they asked us to leave.

This reception confirmed our mother’s worst fears and fuelled her determination to transform us, overnight, from typically German to typically English children. Yet, what she was really preparing us for was 1918, trying to spare us the anguish and humiliation she and her parents had suffered through the anti-German hysteria that swept the country during and after the First World War. They, too, had been rejected by their own relations, lost their business and their home and then been deported to Germany.

For, in having me repatriated and changing my nationality, my mother was bringing to three the generations of females in our family who were to spend part of their lives as Germans and part as British, moving to and fro between the two countries in response to the state of hostilities between them.

Yet what happened to us after the Second World War was very different from what the previous generation had experienced after the First. In 1918 anyone with a German connection was indiscriminately detested and that was that. In 1945 the situation was more complicated, with Germans divided into ‘good’ and ‘bad’, victims and monsters. Some of the few English people who knew we had been Nazis did, indeed, reject us but nobody who met us for the first time appeared even to consider the possibility that we had been anything so grotesque. We didn’t fit their mental picture of Nazi monsters; anyone who realised we were German took it for granted that we were victims and treated us with special kindness. We couldn’t understand it.

Nevertheless, with the family’s experiences of 1918 indelibly imprinted in her memory, nothing was going to deter my mother from her plan to eradicate our German traces quickly, totally and irrevocably. She had, however, underestimated her task. On the surface my brother and I adjusted quickly enough and within just a few months nobody meeting us for the first time would have suspected that we hadn’t been born in England and lived there all our lives. In my case, however, the transformation was largely cosmetic. I had been brought up as one of Hitler’s children and, do what I might to pretend otherwise, nothing was ever going to wipe out that formative experience.

Unlike most of my fellow Nazis, I had been too young at the time to feel any responsibility, shame or guilt for the evils of the regime that were subsequently revealed. While all their instincts were to deny, repress and dissociate themselves from their Nazi past, mine were the opposite. My memories of Nazism were an integral part of my childhood and most of them were happy. I had no desire to eradicate them. I also knew that, for the sake of my sanity, I must keep them alive in order to make sense of them one day, to understand what on earth had been going on. Could all the Nazis I had known – just about everyone I loved – really have been the loathsome brutes subsequently portrayed? Could all the Nazi ideals I had been taught to revere, notions like self-sacrifice and dedication to duty, really have been utterly vile? I couldn’t accept that. Yet, if they weren’t, how was it possible that the worst evil in the history of mankind had been going on in our society, all around me? Once I came to England there was never anybody in my life with whom I could share the contradictions that plagued me. As, externally, I evolved into a passable specimen of English girlhood, in the furthest recesses of my mind a confused closet Nazi continued to lurk.

Whichever way you looked at it, my identity was a mess. My mother’s gathering together in one place of the few bits of hard evidence that could prove who I was at least provided a start for sorting it out, as I knew I would one day have to. No present could have given me greater pleasure than my beautiful new pedigree, and I gave my mother a grateful hug.


Part 1


GERMANY



1

OMA’S STORY

My grandmother Ethel was a spirited Londoner, very tiny (five foot with an eighteen-inch waist), very pretty, entertaining and, when necessary, very fierce. She once caused an uproar when, as an eighteen-year-old girl travelling to work on a crowded bus, she knocked flying down the centre aisle a large man who was trying to fondle her thigh. She could draw, sing, write and, when in the mood, even speak spontaneously in comic verse. Her general cockiness, combined with atrocious German, became an unbeatable combination for making out under Hitler, as she later had to do. The most officious Nazi bureaucrat was usually stunned into helpless compliance when shouted at, in execrable German, by my diminutive grandmother and, after Germany’s defeat, she showed a similar aptitude for bending Russian soldiers to her will.

Perhaps Ethel inherited her spirit from her mother, Bessie. She had been a great beauty, a waitress who married above her station but whose husband, gentleman or no, turned out to be that archetypal Victorian villain, a ‘rotter’. He walked out one day, leaving his wife with no money and four children (two others had already died). Some years later there was a knock at the door. Bessie opened it to find her husband standing there. She slammed the door in his face and that was the end of him.

Oma – as I called my grandmother – could see the funny side of this story and laughed at it herself. It was genuine laughter, too, not bitter. I can’t recall her being bitter, complaining or feeling sorry for herself. If the worst happened – as it usually did in her life – she would take the line ‘It can’t be helped’ and either try not to think about it or to find something in it to laugh at. She even managed to do this about the worst week of her life, spent in a Berlin cellar as the Red Army overran and ransacked the city. The Russian soldiers’ body-search technique of pressing their revolvers into various parts of one’s anatomy with one hand, while searching for valuables secreted about one’s person with the other would, in years to come, be played out as a piece of comedy to entertain her family.

As for Robert Norris, her feckless father, she had no fault to find with him. ‘He had a beautiful tenor voice’, was her principal memory of him. His relations – they were a legal family – cast him out for marrying beneath him but, after he disappeared, his mother occasionally helped out, descending on the family in a brougham with parcels of food and clothes. When Oma had rheumatic fever her grandmother even took her to be looked after in her house. But when the old lady died, the contact petered out; the three sisters and their younger brother grew up in poverty and without a permanent home, moving round a series of lodgings in the Brondesbury area of West London.

If a wife hadn’t heard of her husband for seven years she could remarry, so eventually Oma and her sisters acquired a stepfather, Uncle Jack, a cutlery salesman who drank. Oma seemed to have forgotten the poverty and drinking, but remembered the curiosities of their family life, like the picture which, after every move, reappeared faithfully on the wall above her mother’s brass bed. It depicted two men about to fight a duel; a woman, arms spread out, had thrown herself across one of them as a shield and the caption read: ‘Through my Heart First!’

However straitened their circumstances, Bessie allowed no relaxation in their domestic standards. The table had to be properly laid, there had to be a clean white cloth; table manners had to be perfect. Perhaps these values of hers help explain how Oma and her two sisters emerged from their unelevated West London upbringing without a trace of a cockney accent or West London nasal twang.

My grandmother was born in 1880 and left school at fourteen, proficient in the three Rs and knowing the Psalms by heart. She could still recite them at eighty. The three sisters were apprenticed to trades: Gertie, the eldest, to a dressmaker; Oma, the middle one, to a wig-maker and Nellie to an upholsterer. They were a close trio, but Oma, much the prettiest and cleverest, sometimes came in for jealousy and spite, particularly from Gertie.

She first met Richard Druhm, my grandfather, or Opa, in 1899. He was a quietly spoken Prince Albert lookalike who had come to England from Germany four years before as a seventeen-year-old barber just finishing his apprenticeship and ready for a Wanderjahr adventure. In 1895 Germany had military conscription, a hangover from the Franco–Prussian war, and it could well have been no coincidence that Opa, an unmilitaristic figure if ever there was one, timed his departure from Germany to the year he would have been drafted. When, for whatever reason, Opa decided to see something of the world, England would have been an obvious destination for his travels. At the time London alone had a German community of 50,000, most of them shopkeepers, skilled artisans and domestic servants. There were a German gymnasium, a hospital, a concert hall, numerous German churches and restaurants, newspapers and clubs, including a German Athenaeum, cultural and sports associations and even charities. The gymnasium, or Turnhalle, is still standing, a listed building in the wastelands behind St Pancras Station. In his Life and Labour of the People of London, published in 1902, Charles Booth singled out German barbers and hairdressers for special mention, remarking that they were ‘exceedingly clannish’. They even had two clubs of their own, the Harmony in Fitzroy Square, ‘of imposing character’ and the less elevated Concordia in Houndsditch. I don’t know if Opa participated in this organised immigrant scene but he liked England so much that he stayed on and, by the time he met Oma, had dropped all plans for returning to live in Germany.

Opa had fallen for Oma from afar, watching her pass his shop on her daily walk to work, and had used all his ingenuity to get an introduction. When she first met him, Oma too was quite impressed with his good looks and sharp dress. ‘As soon as black and white check trousers were “in”, he had a pair, and the same with brown shoes and a red tie,’ she recalled, in a fragment of memoirs her grandchildren made her write down before she died. When they started going out together, Opa persuaded her to give up wig-making in favour of proper ladies’ hairdressing, a career into which he had by this time moved himself and which, he said, held more opportunities.

After a while, Oma wouldn’t see him any more. She was influenced by the wave of anti-German feeling building up in England and didn’t want to get more deeply involved. She was only nineteen. ‘He was terribly upset; never had another girl. Took up cycle-racing instead.’

When they met again two or three years later, both were well established in their new profession, working for Bond Street salons as hairdressers to the aristocracy. They visited their customers in their homes, Opa in a frock coat and top hat, the only trades person allowed to use the front door ‘because he had come to the ladies’. They had to grapple with hazards like tiaras that wouldn’t stay in place (‘A tiara crooked would have been awful!’) and debutantes’ hair that refused to hold up the ostrich feathers (‘They had to be fixed so that it showed there were three. Oh, it was a difficult job’). They slaved over coiffures for Edward VII’s coronation, twice (the first date was cancelled when the King had to have his appendix out) and, hairstyles being so elaborate that one spent many hours ensconced with one’s clients, regularly came under pressure to act as a mentor, or even go-between in their extra-marital affairs.

Oma earned thirty-five shillings a week, enough to fuel the jealousy of her sister Gertie, whose earnings never rose above twenty-five.

Oma and Opa’s early life together in Edwardian London can’t have been quite as idyllic as their later reminiscences suggest, but there is no doubt that it was the high point of their lives. Opa had joined a cycle-racing club and established himself as an amateur champion with a fine collection of trophies. He got Oma interested in bicycling too, and had a ‘dear little tandem’ made for them. They started having adventures exploring the countryside, sometimes in a touring club and sometimes on their own or with Gertie and her husband Harry, who became Opa’s good friend. ‘We did lovely tours; he was such an innocent, good little man; my mother never objected. We even went to Wales once and another time toured round the Isle of Wight for a week. We were such a modest little pair, never a wrong thought in our head. Not like so many young people of today.’

Oma, meanwhile, had become a keen theatre-goer and got Opa to accompany her to plays, musicals and the musical hall. She saw the musical spectacular Chu Chin Chow nine times and knew hundreds of Gilbert and Sullivan and music-hall songs by heart. ‘There was no radio in those days to popularise songs; they all came from music halls and theatres and spread from person to person. Of course their popularity lasted much longer than the hit songs of today.’

In 1904 Oma and Opa got engaged. To mark the occasion they had some beautiful photographs taken, showing them immaculately turned out in the last detail of fashion. For Christmas Opa took Oma to Germany to meet his family.

He came from Luckenwalde, a medieval town some fifty kilometres south of Berlin, from a family of respectable burghers and trades people long established in the town. Opa loved books and studying but, as his parents’ eldest son, had little choice in a career. As was expected of him, he followed the family trade that went back at least five generations and included several military barber surgeons and field doctors. Opa’s father, also a barber and the leading light of his local trade guild, was keeping up the family’s tradition of finding cures for the sick; his shop offered not just haircuts and shaves, but a wide range of alternative cures and medicines handed down in the family, including homoeopathy. Not all the Druhms of Luckenwalde were barbers, however. Several had branched out into manufacturing and other business ventures, and Opa had several rich uncles in the town. ‘They made an awful fuss of me, no nasty feelings against the English like there was here about the Germans,’ Oma recalled of her first encounter with her in-laws-to-be. Opa’s younger brother Max, believed to be a confirmed bachelor, became seriously smitten with her too; for Christmas her prospective father-in-law gave her a gold watch.

Opa had been saving steadily, so when they got married six months later, ‘we went to a big shop and bought a nice little home.’ Then, with the help of a 2,000-mark loan from Opa’s father, they bought their own hairdressing business on Haverstock Hill, in Hampstead. According to Oma, its principal hazard as a commercial location was the unseemly sound of heavy breathing from horses pausing for a rest as they pulled their busloads of passengers up the hill.

The family moved into the residence above the shop and took in a tenant, a young man called Martin Shaw, who was the organist at nearby St Mary’s, Primrose Hill, and an aspiring composer. He was later to make a name for himself as a prolific songwriter, a collaborator of Vaughan Williams, and as a leading light in the movement for the regeneration of church music.

This was where in 1910 my mother Elfreda – Freda in England and Elfi in Germany – was born, their first baby having died when he was only four months old. When I took my mother back there in 1987 for the first time in more than seventy years, she immediately recognised the roads along which she had been pushed in her pram and even identified the house outside which she was sometimes left while her nanny kept an assignation with a boyfriend. Opa had become a keen photographer and his photographs of this period, with Oma in amazing hats wheeling my mother in a pushchair to Hampstead Heath, or of outings to the zoo or the seaside with parties of friends and relatives, recall a purposeful, confident and cheerful lifestyle. Opa’s relatives, including his brother Max, by now an official of the Berlin Post Office, and their young cousin Arno, then in his late teens and being groomed to take over the management of his family’s department store in Luckenwalde, often came to stay. They couldn’t know that, thirty years later during the Second World War, Arno would repay their hospitality by taking in the next generation of the family as evacuees.

Opa’s photographs of Onkel Arno’s visits are most entertaining. There is one of him as a plump young man peering down from an open-top London bus, with Oma beside him, and another of him adorning Brighton beach in a spectacularly striped bathing suit. Also featuring in snaps of this time was Miss Kathleen Connell, Oma’s apprentice, subsequently her assistant and lifelong friend, one of the few people who remained loyal to her through two World Wars, and who, years later, was also to reappear in all our lives. Most of the photographs that have survived were made into postcards and a whole stack of them, sent to Onkel Arno to help keep up his English, have been returned to me. Their texts bear witness to the warm and chatty intercourse between the English and German sides of the family as well as to the high morale in force at 72 Haverstock Hill. ‘Hoping you are as happy as I am,’ is how Opa concluded a card he sent to Arno in May 1912.

Yet all this time anti-German sentiments were simmering beneath the surface of British society. ‘The bitterness against Germans was unbelievable,’ Oma recalled. ‘Even my family were horrid to me and my own mother turned against me. Once she came to see me and said such horrid things that I told her to clear out and didn’t see her again for years.’

Germans in every walk of life became bogeys: German grocers, it was rumoured, were liable to ‘lace your food with poison’, and barbers to ‘slit your throat’. Spy-mania was rampant; a German waiter sketching out a seating plan was arrested on suspicion of making a map of military installations.

By the time war was declared, a hysterical press had whipped up such passion against Germans that open victimisation became not only widespread but universally applauded. Germans were dismissed from jobs they had held for twenty years; German music was banned from the Proms and the British-born children of German immigrants made ineligible for London County Council scholarships. The most inflammatory demagogue of the time was Horatio Bottomley, Liberal MP and the publishing editor of John Bull. In May 1915 he called for ‘a vendetta against every German in Britain, whether “naturalised” or not … you cannot naturalise an unnatural beast – a human abortion – a hellish freak. But you can exterminate it and now the time has come.’ The stream of vitriol on the theme of ‘the sneaking, slimy Hun who pollutes our atmosphere’, which poured from him in editorials and speeches throughout the war years, not only boosted recruitment, but gained Bottomley such a personal following that in the 1918 Election he was re-elected as an Independent.

The sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915 released the last restraints on Germanophobia and anti-German riots broke out, the most violent seen in Britain this century. Sylvia Pankhurst describes them in The Home Front, her book about everyday life in London during the war. ‘The prospect of looting without fear of punishment made its appeal to certain sections of the poor and ignorant. Many a home was wrecked; many a peaceable working family lost its all. Stones were flung, children injured.’ She tells how a friend who tried to defend German families from the mob was herself injured and how another, married to a German, ‘saw her home utterly dismantled, even the tools, so costly and so essential, by which her husband and son earned their living as cabinet makers. She saw her husband, son and daughter dragged out of the house by the mob. What had become of them? Were they killed or imprisoned? A day of agonised suspense elapsed before they were able to rejoin her.’ Officially 237 people were injured in the riots, but Pankhurst believed there were many more as ‘women like this poor friend of mine made no report of their suffering’. Families lost their homes and livelihoods; there were suicides. The Home Office formed a Committee for the Relief of Destitute Aliens, so did the Society of Friends and other charitable groups.

It is a curiously neglected episode, despite the claims of Panikos Panayi, the leading authority of the period, in The Enemy in our Midst - Germans in Britain during the First World War, that for three periods of the war, the persecution of ‘enemy aliens’ was the dominant political issue, used to sustain popular enthusiasm for the war.

Oma and Opa’s cheerful life on Haverstock Hill came to an abrupt end. First, Opa, ‘an enemy alien of military age’, was interned. He had by now lived in England for nearly twenty years and considered it his home. However, he could not have failed to notice the surge of anti-German feeling building up all around him, so an obvious question from today’s standpoint is: Why on earth had he not got himself naturalised? It is something I could never understand until I had a look at the nationality laws of the day.

It seems that before the First World War the whole concept of nationality wasn’t as clear-cut or significant as it is now; what mattered was domicile. A foreigner who had lived in England for ten years or more was deemed to have relinquished the nationality of his birth and become a stateless person; from that position, acquiring British nationality was little more than a formality. Because the whole thing was so relaxed, not many foreign residents bothered to become naturalised. (During the ten years up to the end of 1913, there had only been 10,000 naturalisations in all, and of around 80,000 German and Austrian-born residents living in Britain, only 7,000 had claimed their naturalisation certificates.)

In 1913, just when it began to look as though the remaining 70–75,000, including Opa, might be well advised to get their papers in order as there might be war, Germany introduced a new nationality act which pulled the rug out from under this longstanding convention. It extended indefinite ‘state protection’ to everyone born on German soil, regardless of how long they had been domiciled abroad. By preventing German expatriates from becoming stateless any more, the act succeeded in making people like Opa ineligible for British nationality. It even affected Germans who had become naturalised. They now had dual nationality, which so offended British practice that when war broke out some had their certificates revoked and were interned along with everybody else. Not that the anti-German rioters distinguished between enemy aliens with or without naturalisation certificates. They didn’t even spare the Bermondsey baker, who had resourcefully filled his shop window with photographs of his two sons in uniform, to show that, like several thousand other sons of German immigrants, they were fighting on the British side.

One night a brick landed in Oma and Opa’s shop and slogans appeared on the pavement outside. ‘Gangs of ruffians went about smashing up shops kept by Germans,’ Oma recalls in the memoir she wrote for her grandchildren shortly before she died, aged 86, in 1966. ‘One of my customers, a gentleman who was an MP – his wife was my customer – was going down Haverstock Hill when he met a gang coming to smash us up. He talked to them and made them turn back but he advised me not to stop there. We hadn’t much custom left, anyway. So I sold up my home, the whole lot in a hurry for £7. That was my first home gone. I took lodgings, two rooms. Well, I had to go to work and was forced to go to my mother’s and to ask her to take Freda, a tiny girl of four.’

For the next year my mother lived with her grandmother Bessie, her husband and her older cousin, another Ethel, who had an equally pressing need for a temporary home. Ethel’s mother, Oma’s youngest sister Nellie, had enterprisingly left her husband, emigrated to Australia and married one of her fellow passengers on the boat out, bigamously, of course. The flat must have been small as my mother remembers having to sleep on the sitting-room sofa. She was enrolled at the local infants’ school, the Beethoven School in Beethoven Street, Brondesbury – it’s still there, now a Further Education Centre – while Ethel went off to a secretarial course. Every Saturday afternoon Oma collected her daughter for the weekend and every Monday morning she took her back to Bessie’s.

So long as she owned up to her German surname – even with its spelling anglicised into ‘Droome’ – Oma didn’t get any work so she reverted to ‘Miss Norris’. One day a workmate spotted her on a bus with my mother, who was calling her ‘Mummy’. The workmate went straight to the boss to report that Miss Norris was not what she seemed; she was – God forbid – an unmarried mother. Oma was fired on the spot.

She eventually found an employer who didn’t hold her nationality against her, a Swiss called George Rossell, universally known as ‘Mr George’. ‘I had to tell him my circumstances, because at the end of my first week he asked me for my insurance card which at that time all workers had to have. You see, I had no worker’s card as I had been mistress of a business. As my luck would have it, he was Swiss (and very pro-German) and he didn’t mind. I went as Miss Norris and no one knew who I was, only Hopey, as Mr George had told her.’ Hopey was Miss Elsie Hope, Mr George’s senior assistant and confidante and she was to become Oma’s lifelong friend. She was ten years younger than Oma, only twenty-five when they met and unmarried, but for the next three years she was to give Oma and my mother unstinting moral and practical support. She did it again after the Second World War, to our by then much larger family.

In contrast to her new hairdressing colleagues, Oma’s family abandoned her. Gertie and Harry, to whom she, and Opa too, had been really close before war broke out, stopped seeing them altogether. They also had a daughter by now, Betty, three years younger than my mother, who remembers meeting her cousin only on a single occasion, just before the family left for Germany. ‘We were invited to their house in Harrow for tea and to say goodbye,’ my mother recalls. ‘Betty had bright red hair all done in ringlets.’

‘Those were dreadful years for me,’ Oma’s Memoir relates, ‘always living and working in secret, in fear that the others would find out I was married to a German and had a child. Two or three times customers of ours from Haverstock Hill came in and saw me and I had to contrive to ask them to pretend they didn’t know me; the same with commercial travellers who recognised me. Also, I was always in fear that the other assistants would see me out with your mother. Anyway, I remained Miss Norris there for three years and they never found out.’ Oma stopped sleeping properly. Her nerves were shattered and they never fully recovered from what she went through in the First World War. How was she to know that worse was to come during the Second?

One of Oma’s greatest anxieties was being separated from her little girl for most of the week. One day Mr George had a brainwave. He said to her, ‘Why don’t you take her to the convent school in the next street? You could take her there every morning and fetch her again in the evening. Those sisters are so sweet, she would be happy there.’ So that is what she did. They had a lovely nursery and she was very happy.

My mother still remembers the little convent school:



The nuns knew the whole truth but they still took me in and were kind and understanding. I had school lessons and was taught to say a rosary, otherwise there was no effort to make me Catholic. When school was over I played in the nursery with other children till they were collected. I was always the last and had a free run with all the toys. Then Oma and I took a bus and a tube home. I had to walk quickly from the convent to the bus stop and was told that if anyone met us and stopped to speak I mustn’t call her ‘Mummy’. This arrangement lent a certain air of conspiracy to our relationship.

What I remember most clearly is the winter times when we emerged from the underground and walked out into the cold dark night. Lighting up the sky would be the criss-cross of searchlights, looking for German Zeppelins. Once I caught sight of one that had caught fire, red-glowing and cigar-shaped, breaking in two and falling to earth.

We would walk hand in hand and, because by then I was tired out, my mother would sing to me the popular hits of the day, mostly music-hall songs. ‘If you were the only girl in the world’ and ‘Daisy, Daisy’ were my favourites. Whenever I hear those songs today, they remind me of that time.

Sometimes during the nights there were air-raid warnings and I was carried to a house opposite which had a cellar, where the neighbours congregated. I can’t remember any bombs being dropped.

Most Sundays we were invited to dinner by Aunty Hopey’s parents at their pub in Brondesbury, the ‘Wat Tyler’. Hopey also had a family of cousins – the Sharpes – who lived in Kettering, Northamptonshire, and she took me to spend many holidays there. It was a wonderful experience for a London child, living in the country with a large family of children. We played games I had never heard of, climbed trees and had magic lantern shows in the garden. I learned to ride a pony and these were the happiest weeks of my wartime childhood.





Every Saturday for the next three and a half years Oma took my mother, bloomers stuffed full of cigarettes, oranges and chocolate bars, up to the Islington Workhouse in Cornwallis Street, Holloway, where Opa and 400 other Germans were interned. As an enemy alien with an English family, Opa was kept within visiting distance of his home, along with others who had been in England for many years and, as a result, were thoroughly anglicised.

A row of policemen guarded the iron rates through which the visitors had to pass before approaching the austere building. ‘They were supposed to search us, but I don’t believe they ever did,’ my mother recalls, but she was never to forget the scene when they got past the guard. ‘There, behind barbed wire, surrounded by a small crowd of eager-looking men, stood my Daddy peering expectantly at the gate.’

‘Didn’t you find that weekly ritual, seeing Opa locked up like that, terribly distressing?’ I asked my mother when I was putting together our story, but she didn’t remember it being so. ‘I was with my mother and just accepted the whole thing as normal.’ I now consider it as one of Oma’s most remarkable achievements that, even as her own life was falling apart, her courage and optimism carried my mother through the war years without evident emotional conflict or psychological damage.

Miss Hope, her fur muff also stuffed full of goodies for Opa, often came with them on their visits, and occasionally so did Mr George. Sometimes the visitors themselves received a present in return for their offerings, things like wooden toys and other craft work that their internee had made to pass the time. The favourite occupation in most of the camps was apparently marquetry. Opa, renowned for both his patience and dexterity, became extremely skilled at this and some of his output from that time is still used by our family today; for example, two beautiful jewellery boxes, one made for Oma and the other, with her initials set into the lid, for Aunty Hopey. Another curiosity that has survived is a mechanical cigarette box, built on the principle of a pop-up toaster; while it could never have been a thing of beauty, at least it still works.

Opa was more fortunate in his internment than his seventeen-year-old cousin Günter Wagler, who happened to be on his first visit to England when the internment order was announced. As a bachelor with no close family ties in England, he was shipped straight off to join 28,000 other internees on the Isle of Man. Two years later he died there of consumption, his parents’ only child.

Yet, for Germans living in London, even internment in the Cornwallis Street Workhouse was not without hazard. On 7 July 1917 the Germans made their first daylight air-raid on London, killing 44 people and injuring 125. There was outrage and the fiercest anti-German riots yet seen erupted. For four nights running, angry crowds marched on the internment camp, lusting for revenge. Bloodshed was only avoided through the intervention of the Metropolitan Special Constabulary. According to their chronicler W.T. Reay, writing in The Specials; How They Served London, their achievement was the more remarkable since ‘there could not have been found among the constables who did their duty so splendidly, confronted the fury of the crowds and protected assorted Germans and their property, a man who did not heartily share the wholesome anger which provoked the riots’.

An extra provocation was the name the Germans had given to their new bombers – ‘Gothas’; for the British royal family’s name at the time was Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. Public fury at the damage – and the insult – rose to such a pitch that within ten days of the raid the King had changed his name to ‘Windsor’.

In 1918 the war ended and Opa and the other German aliens were released. However, instead of being allowed back to their families as expected, they were immediately deported. Demands for the expulsion of all enemy aliens, the ‘Expel the Hun’ issue, was to become a dominant feature of that year’s campaign in the run up to what was to become known for ever afterwards as the ‘Hang the Kaiser’ Election. So, at the age of forty, having spent all his adult life in England, Opa was shipped back to Germany.

The only way for the British-born wives of German enemy aliens to avoid the same fate was by reclaiming the British nationality they had lost on marriage. A special clause had been included in the 1914 British Nationality and Status of Aliens Act to make this easy for them, provided they shed their German husbands, defined in the Act as subjects ‘of a state at war with His Majesty’. Many wives availed themselves of the opportunity and the Imperial War Museum has some heart-rending diaries of deported husbands whose British wives and children would have nothing more to do with them after their enforced return to Germany.

Oma decided not to take that road but to join Opa in Germany. She must have formed quite a good impression of the country on her engagement visit there some fifteen years before and was anyway so disgusted by the anti-German hysteria she had experienced in Britain that she couldn’t imagine any of them ever living happily there again. Thus, in February 1919, five months after Opa’s departure, she and my mother joined a party of English wives and children being ‘repatriated’ to Germany, a country most of them had never seen. Oma was thirty-nine and my mother eight and a half, two years younger than I was to be for my extraordinary mirror-image ‘repatriation’, in the opposite direction, more than a quarter of a century later. I must confess to heaving an enormous sigh of relief when, thirty years later still, my own daughter reached her eleventh birthday without a similar upheaval.

It was freezing weather. ‘We left King’s Cross at midnight and the only person who came to see us off was Hopey,’ Oma recalled. ‘She had fitted your mother out with a new fur hat and coat, with a muff and lovely little high-legged boots. She gave her a little eiderdown quilt to keep her warm on the journey.’

The trip to Berlin took a week, travelling under guard, sometimes spending the night in a barn or a school. Their luggage, maximum weight allowance 100 pounds, was searched by police several times to make sure they weren’t taking out British currency. My mother remembers the journey well:



We set off from London in a special train and then took a boat to Rotterdam. In Holland our transit was supervised by Dutch Quakers. They did their best for us, gave us a hot meal and arranged beds for us in a school. But from the Dutch/German border on it was a nightmare. We travelled for 300 miles through snow-covered countryside in a vandalised or war-damaged train with no heating and no glass in any window. It kept stopping and dodging about; we were told it was because there were mines on some of the train lines and that was why the journey took so long. At each stop a different lot of police or border guards came on to inspect our papers and our luggage. The guards showed us no consideration and were rude to us. Whenever I think of that journey what I remember best is keeping warm, snuggled into my lovely little eiderdown.





There is no record of Oma having anything so comforting to keep up her spirits on the trip. She was not one to dwell on past misfortunes and in years to come I never heard her complain about the experience. I can only imagine how she must have felt on that wretched, freezing train with hostile guards and no glass in any of the windows, taking her little daughter away from the only life she had ever known, to join her husband in indefinite enemy exile.
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The discomforts of their journey were but a foretaste of what they were to find in their new homeland. Before the end of 1919, the year my mother and Oma arrived, a million German children were to die of malnutrition. The situation was so desperate that British and American Quakers came to the rescue with an extensive relief programme. Over the next four years they provided 7,300 food distribution stations for mothers and children all round the country. I discovered this little known fact from Stille Helfer – The Silent Helpers – an exhibition to celebrate the vital contribution made by Quakers towards keeping the German population alive, more than once this century, that I visited at Berlin’s German History Museum in January 1996.

But food shortages were not the only problem. Germany hadn’t taken its military defeat well and for the next few years political instability, civil disorder and street violence were to be as much a feature of everyday life as scarcity and want.

The scenes that greeted Opa returning to Germany in September 1918 must have been much like those described by Paul Cohen-Portheim in his classic account of wartime internment in Britain and its aftermath, Time Stood Still. After an interminable journey in a train as wrecked as the ones that were to bring Oma and my mother a few months later, he found the capital’s streets ‘packed with half-starved looking men, there were innumerable war-invalids and still more beggars. Every few minutes motor-vans rattled past, full of red guards with machine guns, and skulls were painted on these vans. Intermittent street-fighting was going on in different parts of the city and one heard the rattle of machine guns and sometimes the deeper sounds of artillery. Endless queues of grey-looking women lined the pavements in front of all food-stores; agitators were haranguing crowds in the squares. It was my return from war to peace; it seemed more like a return from peace to war.’

By February 1919, when Oma and my mother made their journey, the street-fighting had died down, at least temporarily, but in comparison with the victorious, self-confident country left behind, they must have been appalled at the poverty, dereliction and terrible morale everywhere apparent. As Cohen-Portheim put it: ‘No matter how much one had read or heard about the state of things in Germany, now that one saw it one was dumbfounded … the atmosphere was one of listlessness and dumb despair.’ Many of the English wives who had gone out to join their husbands couldn’t take it and went straight home.

For the first few months the family squeezed in with Opa’s parents in the flat behind their shop in Luckenwalde. The old couple did all they could to make them comfortable and shared everything they had, the problem was there being so little to share. Food consisted almost entirely of black bread and potatoes and even those were rationed; having something to eat with the potatoes, like cabbage, was a treat. Worst of all for Oma was the absence of any tea to drink and, until Aunty Hopey, Mr George and Grandmother Bessie came to the rescue with food parcels, she suffered terribly.

The one consolation was the warmth of the welcome they received wherever they went. Delighted to meet his new grand-daughter, Opa’s father took my mother on his lap and taught her her first German sentence. ‘Ich bin ein deutsches Mädchen’ – ‘I am a German girl’. Overnight she became the centre of attention for a whole clan of new aunts, uncles and cousins and at school she became a celebrity. On her first day, twelve little girls brought her home. ‘They were all round her and looked upon her as something wonderful,’ Oma wrote in her Memoir. ‘They had never met another foreigner.’ Nor, perhaps, a girl with bobbed hair. My mother took it all in her stride. Aunty Hopey received a postcard of the Brandenburg Gate from Oma with the message, ‘We came past here today and Freda shouted, “Hyde Park Corner!”’

The extended family organised a whip-round for Oma and Opa. They wanted to raise enough to set them up with their own business again. Within a few months of their arrival they were indeed installed in a perfectly satisfactory shop on Grünstrasse, Köpenick – a historic and, when times were ‘normal’, agreeable town on the south-east outskirts of Berlin.

Here, throughout the 1920s and part of the 1930s, Oma and Opa traded as successfully as they might on their fashionable London background, introducing such exotica as ‘bobbing’, Marcel waving and, later, perms, to the stodgy German fashion scene. Their business thrived and within a year of opening they had paid back the loan. ‘There was never any ill-feeling because we were English,’ recalled Oma, ‘just the opposite.’

Yet, for most of that period, the pleasure they might have taken in their business success was overshadowed by their continuing despair at the state of the country. While hairdressing and other service trades could function more or less normally, most of the basic necessities of life, especially food, remained in desperately short supply and their quality was abysmal. The family continued to rely heavily on food parcels from England. ‘In 1922 Aunty Hopey came to visit us for the first time and she was appalled,’ my mother remembers. ‘She called our meals “carrots and oats time”, those were our staples. She lost ten pounds in just a few weeks and made me spend the following summer in England so that she could feed me up.’

I have in my possession two items of correspondence from this time which record how desperate Oma was feeling throughout her first few years in Germany. One is a postcard addressed to Miss Hope and dated 14 April 1920, when she had been in Germany just over a year. The picture is a pre-war photograph of Grünstrasse, Köpenick, showing the shop to best advantage. The message reads:



Have you received Miss Connell’s letter yet from mother? I would like George to read it. Will you take it with you? It is our one and only hope now but oh, it is difficult.

E.





My mother explained: ‘Miss Kathleen Connell, Oma’s apprentice from Haverstock Hill days, had gone to Kenya to be a lady’s maid/hairdresser to a titled lady. While out there she married Teddy Holness, an engineer working on a government drainage scheme. When Kath heard how terrible conditions were in Germany she suggested that we try to emigrate to Kenya as well. Oma and Opa were terribly excited and applied right away. Teddy Holness recommended them, but after months of waiting Opa was rejected (a) for being German and (b) for being a hairdresser, not considered an essential occupation for a colony. For a couple of years Oma and Opa were very disappointed but after Kath and Teddy returned to England they didn’t think about it any more.’

The second of Oma’s letters is dated 2 September 1920 and addressed to Horatio Bottomley, then a columnist on the Sunday Pictorial. Oma had written:



Sir,

I am an English woman living in Germany. My mother sends me the Sunday Pictorial every week and I often read statements which I long to contradict.

I read this week that butter in Germany is 14 s. per lb. – I wish it was. Butter is only to be bought by going round the farmer’s back door, or from someone who had bought it that way. It is never cheaper than 30 marks per lb, often 40 marks. The 20 gram weekly butter ration is the same price.

Then a few weeks ago you stated that Germany had gone back to white bread, well, I have been in Germany nearly two years and I have never seen white bread except once when a piece was given me by an English soldier. Our bread is dark brown, sour and gritty. So-called white bread is allowed for invalids but that is a fawn colour and little better than the ordinary.

No doubt when you state these things you believe they are true but you should first make quite sure. I will willingly inform you of prices and conditions as I find them.
I am, yours faithfully,
Ethel Druhm





I only have the letter because it was returned, unopened and generously rubber-stamped with the word ‘Refused’. It is ironic that, having built his fortune on exposing the misdeeds, real or imagined, of others, Bottomley should himself, soon after Oma’s one-sided correspondence with him, be convicted of embezzling the £78,000 he had supposedly raised for the war effort. He spent five years in prison and died in 1933, a pauper.

Meanwhile, at around this time, just as there were signs that living conditions in Germany might at last begin to improve, an even more catastrophic phenomenon was gaining momentum, hyper-inflation. At its height, the price of a loaf of bread reached a hundred million marks. Shoppers carried their money not in purses but baskets or buckets. Oma and Opa had to raise prices daily, if not hourly, and rush out to spend their takings, lest their value was lost, almost between customers. Saving money for a rainy day would have been equivalent to throwing it away. In 1923 finance minister Stresemann miraculously brought inflation under control, but economic recovery was slow and did not last. And 1929 saw an even worse disaster: the depression in which six million Germans became unemployed.

As if these economic horrors were not enough, Oma and Opa were having to grapple with another hazard they had not previously encountered in the hairdressing trade: political instability bordering, at times, on civil war. The Weimar Republic’s parliament had over thirty parties and the democratic process wasn’t working. From time to time different fanatical factions were declaring putsches, there were political assassinations and fighting on the streets. At any time a skirmish might erupt outside the shop, announcing itself with a burst of gunfire. Oma and Opa would quickly lock up, close the shutters and hole themselves up in their residence upstairs. If the shooting was prolonged, they would take refuge behind their tile oven. ‘Sometimes at night when we were in bed we would hear gunfire and shouting,’ my mother recalled. ‘We would wonder who would be in charge when we got up next morning. Remnants of the German Army? The police? Right-wing or left-wing street fighters?’ Within a few days, normality of a sort usually returned.
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