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Introduction


Sir David Attenborough is many things – all of them wonderful. He is a broadcasting titan, whose passionate, semi-whispered narration of the natural world has been adored for generations. He is also an environmental warrior who has delicately shown us how we have harmed our planet and what we can do to make it right. Along the way, he has rightly become nothing short of a national treasure – a charming, adorable and admirable grandfather figure for generations.


He joined the BBC having only ever watched one television programme, but his matchless broadcasting career has now spanned eight decades, setting an extraordinary standard for all to follow. Initially told his teeth were too big to appear on screen, he has rarely been off it, passionately documenting the natural world and gently encouraging us to regard it with more respect. Along the way he has himself become, in the words of Louis Theroux, ‘a species that is increasingly endangered and all the more precious for that’.


He has written books, been invited to address prestigious conferences and raised awareness of environmental causes. The recipient of several BAFTA (British Academy of Film and Television Arts) awards, two knighthoods and a universe of species named after him, he has also won the hearts of a nation and beyond, becoming a precious part of the fabric of our lives.


Of course, other people have enjoyed long and successful careers in television, and he is not the only person to advocate for the natural world. What sets Attenborough apart is his endless supply of charm and wit. His dry sense of humour, elegant turn of phrase and self-deprecation warm our hearts. And who could fail to be won over by his boyish enthusiasm, which has never left him, even as he reached his nineties?


As we’ll see, colleagues have many fond memories of him. They remember him lying in a damp field in France, digging up worms from the ground at 10pm. When a large bird once knocked him off his feet, he lightly reprimanded it, saying: ‘Now, now.’ Confronted by a group of cannibals in the jungles of Papua New Guinea, he strolled closer to them and politely said: ‘Good afternoon!’ He charmed them, too.


Continuing to broadcast deep into his nineties, he has never complained about the strain of work. Instead, he said: ‘I can’t believe I’ve been as as lucky as I have.’ Despite his colossal ability, prestige and influence, he plays it all down, saying: ‘I just point at things.’


If he won’t celebrate himself we will have to do it for him. So this book is a timely celebration and ‘tour’ of a national treasure. We will tell his remarkable story in the best way possible – through the wit and wisdom of his words. With stories and facts helping to shed light on the life of this extraordinary man, it will also include richly deserved tributes and anecdotes from his colleagues, family and fans.


I’m a lifelong lover of animals and now a writer and campaigner on animal rights and the environment, so Sir David’s passion for nature has always chimed with me. I’ve dived deeply into the archives of this remarkable man and emerged clutching the very best facts and stories. Sir David has had no say in what I’ve selected as he is in no way affiliated to or involved in the book.


Blending his quips galore with his powerful messages on the environment and future of the planet, I will showcase everything that is great about Sir David Attenborough. His producer said: ‘There will never be another David Attenborough.’ He’s probably right. So let’s celebrate the one we have.









Timeline of David Attenborough’s Life


1926


David Attenborough was born on 8 May 1926, in Isleworth, Middlesex. He was the middle of three sons: his elder brother, Richard, became an actor and director, and his younger brother, John, became an executive in the car industry.


He was raised on the campus of University College, Leicester (now the University of Leicester), where his father was principal. He developed a keen interest in the natural world during his childhood, collecting stones, fossils and newts.


1936


Along with his brother Richard, he attended a lecture by conservationist Grey Owl (Archibald Belaney) at De Montfort Hall, Leicester, and was ‘bowled over’ by his message, which has influenced him throughout his life.


1945


After having attended Wyggeston Grammar School for Boys in Leicester, Attenborough won a scholarship to Clare College, Cambridge, where he studied zoology and geology, graduating in Natural Sciences.


1947


He was called up for national service in the Royal Navy and was stationed for two years in North Wales and Scotland.


1949


He took a job editing children’s science textbooks for a publishing house.


1950


He married Jane Elizabeth Ebsworth Oriel. The couple went on to have two children. He also applied for a job at BBC radio. Although his application was rejected, he was offered three months’ training at the corporation.


1952


Attenborough joined the BBC in a full-time television position.


1954


He received his big break when he was switched from his director role to fronting the live studio links when the presenter of the nature documentary Zoo Quest fell ill. Over the course of seven series, the show visited far-flung locations, including Sierra Leone, Indonesia and Guyana.


1960


He returned to studying with a part-time post-graduate degree in social anthropology at the London School of Economics.


1963


He presented Attenborough and Animals, his first children’s series.


1965


He enjoyed a major promotion when he became controller of BBC2.


1969


Attenborough was promoted again – this time to director of programmes for the BBC.


1972


He won the Royal Geographical Society’s Cherry Kearton Medal and Award, the first of many honours he would receive in his life.


1973


He resigned from his post as director of programmes to write the TV series Life on Earth and continue as a freelance programme-maker. He travelled to Southeast Asia to film Eastwards with Attenborough.


1979


Life on Earth was launched.


1983


He was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society.


1984


The television series The Living Planet was launched. He was awarded an honorary Doctor of Science from the University of Cambridge.


1985


He was knighted by Queen Elizabeth II for services to television, becoming Sir David Attenborough.


1988


He was awarded an honorary Doctor of Science degree from Oxford University.


1990


His new TV series, The Trials of Life, was launched, to look at animal behaviour through different stages of life.


1997


His wife Jane died after suffering a brain haemorrhage.


2005


Attenborough was awarded the Order of Merit by Queen Elizabeth.


2013


He had a pacemaker fitted but it did nothing to slow down his busy approach to life.


2014


At the Natural History Museum in London, Attenborough used CGI to bring his favourite extinct animals back to life, in David Attenborough’s Natural History Museum Alive, a documentary film which aired on New Year’s Day on Sky One.


2015


Sir David was interviewed by the US president, Barack Obama, at the White House. During the conversation they discussed climate change and its impact on future generations. In the same year, he underwent surgery for a double knee replacement.


2022


The United Nations Environment Programme recognized Attenborough as a Champion of the Earth ‘for his dedication to research, documentation and advocacy for the protection of nature and its restoration’.


In the same year, he was knighted a second time, with the Prince of Wales bestowing upon him the Knight Grand Cross. And he grabbed a Lifetime Achievement Award at the 43rd News and Documentary Emmy Awards.


2023


Showing no sign of hanging up his walking boots, he presented the series Wild Isles.









1


The Making of David Attenborough


Early years


The remarkable story of David Attenborough began when he was born on 8 May 1926. This means he appeared in the world the same year as the future Queen Elizabeth II, and, ‘like the Queen, he has become a symbol of stability in a turbulent world’, said a profile in The Guardian.


However, he once gave short shrift to an interviewer who raised the proximity of his birthday to the Queen’s. ‘An awful lot of people were born around that time,’ he said. ‘They didn’t stop producing.’


*


When Attenborough was born, it was quite a different world. George V was king, Stanley Baldwin was prime minister, the average weekly wage was around £5 and the BBC was less than four years old.


Britain was in the middle of a general strike, called by the Trades Union Congress. Many things we take for granted now had not been invented then, including sliced bread, cinemas, televisions, bubble gum, ballpoint pens and jet engines.


When he was born, women had been allowed to vote for less than a decade, and a single woman couldn’t have her own bank account, or even buy a house. There were two billion people alive in the world at the time, compared with more than 7.8 billion at the time of writing.


*


David’s parents married in Paddington, London, in 1922. His father, Frederick Levi Attenborough, was born in 1887. His grandfather, Frederick Augustus, was a baker and grocer from Nottinghamshire, and his grandmother came from a weaving family. Frederick junior pursued an academic path and was a fellow of Emmanuel College, Cambridge. It was there that he met Mary Clegg.


Clegg had education in her very blood. Her father, Samuel, was a school headmaster, and her grandfather, Alexander, had also taught, moving in a different direction from his father James, who had worked as a power-loom weaver in Bolton in 1861.


Attenborough’s first memory is of ‘a staircase’ in the family’s home in Isleworth, where he spent his early years.


*


Although his father had been a don (a member of the teaching staff) at Cambridge, he had moved to a new job as principal at Borough Road College (later the West London Institute of Education) in Isleworth, where he stayed for seven years.


‘He got fed up with privilege, I think really,’ speculated his son. ‘He thought the Oxford and Cambridge system was a hotbed of privilege . . . he couldn’t stand being a don anymore and he took this job and brought order to a rather revolutionary gang of students.’


*


His mother was a talented pianist and Sir David also took up the hobby at the age of about seven.


A natural education


Sir David believes that an interest in nature is not uncommon but is something we are born with. ‘I think that every child born is interested in the world of wildlife,’ he said, ‘and by the age of four, they are still interested.’


One of the first creatures that fascinated him was a slug, of all things. ‘What were those funny things?’ he remembered thinking. ‘How can it eat? What does it feed on? How does it even move?’


*


From the solitary slug, a passion was born and Attenborough never stopped being bewitched by creatures and nature. In 2019, he looked back at his childhood and told an interviewer that his passions then were ‘keeping tanks of tropical fish’ and ‘venturing across northern England on his bike as a young teen, alone, in search of fossils’.


[image: images]


*


Attenborough has said: ‘Fossils have fascinated me for as long as I can remember.’ He recalled that, as a boy, he spent much of his free time ‘collecting the ammonites that are abundant in the Jurassic limestone in the countryside around Leicester’.


‘The excitement of hitting a block of stone with a hammer and seeing it fall apart to reveal a beautiful coiled shell 50 million years old is as great to me today as it was when I was a small boy,’ he said.


However, he believes that changes in society have made it less likely that the children of today will grow up like he did. ‘As a child, I was interested in fossils, newts and butterflies,’ he said. He regrets that such passions are less widespread among the youngsters of the 21st century. ‘All kids have that potential,’ he said, but ‘the problem these days is that they have little chance of encountering these things. The United Nations tells us that more than 50 per cent of the world’s population is urbanized.’


[image: images]


*


As many a frustrated parent will tell you, lots of young boys have untidy bedrooms, and Attenborough’s was no different. However, the clutter in his childhood space was not the stereotyped blend of football posters, computer games and comics. Instead, it was an early sign of the passion that would stay with him for life.


‘For as long as I could remember my brother had this strong affinity with the natural world,’ said Richard Attenborough, recalling that his younger brother’s room was always ‘cluttered with snake casts, dead insects and the conglomeration of fossils he insisted on carrying back from our holidays in Wales’.


So, what sort of boy was David? Richard remembered ‘Dave’ as ‘the quiet, studious one’ and ‘the undisputed favourite son of my academic father’ – a contrast to himself, the ‘noisy elder brother, the show-off with the bad school reports’.


*


After about seven years in Isleworth, David’s father, Frederick, became principal of University College, Leicester (now the University of Leicester), and the family moved to College House, on the campus. David was then aged five.


*


David joined the Scouts and has fond recollections of the experience. ‘I remember my time as a Wolf Cub very well indeed,’ he said. ‘We learned a lot of useful things and had a great deal of fun.’


Wolf Cubs is the second-youngest section of Scouting operated by the Baden-Powell Scouts’ Association; it comes between the Beavers and the Scouts. Wolf Cubs are usually aged about eight to eleven years old. The skills David learned there will have come in handy during his decades roaming in the outdoors.


*


It was at Leicester, when he was 11 years old, that David first realized he could make a living from animals, after he heard that the woman who ran the zoology department needed a supply of newts for her laboratory.


He suggested to his father that he could provide newts for threepence a go. The cunning source of his supply was a pond just five yards from the laboratory. No one at the university was aware that his newt supplier was so close to home. Had he not been so interested in nature he might have had the makings of quite the entrepreneur.


*


Attenborough returned to the Isleworth area in January 2020, to open an exhibition of work by the artist J M W Turner, who had lived in nearby Sandycoombe Road, Twickenham, in the early 19th century. The exhibition was held in the artist’s newly restored home, which opened in 2020 as Turner’s House.


Looking back on his early childhood in the area, Attenborough admitted he’d had no idea such a renowned artist had once lived nearby. ‘You could walk up and down Sandycoombe Road all your life and never know that this was once the place of one of the great geniuses of 19th-century painting,’ he said.


*


In 2023, an interview with Attenborough was conducted to form part of an exhibition about his life. The exhibition, ‘The Attenboroughs at Leicester’, was in the Digital Culture Studio in the David Wilson Library at the University of Leicester. It included a series of trinkets from Attenborough’s life, along with a photograph from his university days and items from his Scouts group.


*


David’s younger brother, John, was a boss at the Italian car manufacturer Alfa Romeo. He died in 2012, having been diagnosed with progressive supranuclear palsy, a late-onset degenerative disease.


*


His older brother, Richard (who became a life peer in 1993), was an Academy-winning actor and filmmaker. Among the films he appeared in are: Brighton Rock (1948), I’m All Right Jack (1959), The Great Escape (1963), Doctor Dolittle (1967), 10 Rillington Place (1971) and Jurassic Park (1993).


*


Attenborough is therefore a ‘middle brother’. The ‘birth order’ theory holds that the order you were born in has a profound and lasting effect on psychological development.


Five theories about the ‘middle child’ include:


They’re competitive.


They’re peacemakers and people-pleasers.


They want to fit in.


They are independent and they focus on friendships.


They misbehave to get attention.


We will leave you to decide how many of these relate to Britain’s national treasure.


*


The architect who designed Haydon Hill House in Bushey, Hertfordshire – where David also spent time as he was growing up (though he didn’t live there) – was Decimus Burton. One of the most celebrated architects of the 19th century, he was the man behind the Wellington Arch at London’s Hyde Park Corner, London Zoo and the glasshouses at Kew Gardens.


*


Some boys look up to footballers, rock stars or movie stars. Attenborough had different idols. Growing up, he regarded Captain Scott, the Antarctic explorer, ‘as a hero’, he said. Scott’s final diary entry, which read, ‘For God’s sake look after our people’, was ‘the epitome of the British spirit and heroism’, Attenborough said.
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He continued: ‘People always talked about the conquest of Everest and the conquest of the poles, and it was a matter of national pride that you man-hauled your sledge to the South Pole.’


He remembered his own adventures, including the ‘gurgling brook and the kingfisher and the bulrushes and the stars of white crowfoot or marsh marigolds or buttercups’.


‘That’s the landscape I grew up in as a child,’ he added, ‘as are the ponds I sat by, and so I do think fresh water is sweet.’


*


Speaking of early heroes, Attenborough was also influenced by the arguments of Alfred Russel Wallace. Known as the ‘forgotten hero’ who co-discovered evolution, the naturalist was honoured when a statue was unveiled at the Natural History Museum by Sir David in 2013, on the hundredth anniversary of Wallace’s death.


‘For me, there is no more admirable character in the history of science,’ said Attenborough of Wallace.


*


Being a child in the 1920s and 1930s was a very different experience to childhood in the 21st century, as Attenborough has often reflected. Parents are so much more protective of their children now and there is a culture of ‘health and safety’ that was not so prevalent then.


‘When I was a boy, I could cycle out of town and be in fields in ten minutes,’ he said. ‘I knew where the birds’ nests and badger setts were.’ For instance, he remembered how, when he was ‘about 13’, he cycled from Leicester to the Lake District and back again, collecting fossils and staying in youth hostels. ‘I was away for three weeks, and my mother and father didn’t know where I was,’ he said. ‘I doubt many parents would let children do that now.’


*


[image: images]


However, a more safety-conscious culture comes with many advantages, and childhood accidents were commonplace in the early decades of the 20th century. He said the closest he has come to death was when he fell 37m (120ft) from a cliff in the Lake District. ‘I was climbing the cliff, or thought I was!’ he said. This was prior to his television career, he explained. ‘It was when I was young and foolish.’


*


However, he would not swap the chance to have roamed free as a child for anything. When he was asked if there was something he experienced as a child that he would wish that teenagers could do today, his answer was simple: ‘Getting lost.’


*


During his teenage years, his father introduced him to Jacquetta Hawkes, the daughter of an eminent scientist and herself a prominent archaeologist. It was a pivotal meeting that played a big part in verifying his interest in becoming a naturalist. ‘When she showed interest in my fossils I felt I was walking 18 inches off the ground, and two weeks later a big parcel arrived,’ he remembered.


‘In those days you only had parcels on your birthday or Christmas and this wasn’t either, so I was unbelievably excited,’ he said. Inside, there were ‘some amazing treasures’, including a ‘dried sea horse, a piece of Roman pottery, an Anglo-Saxon coin . . . She wrote that she hoped I’d like to add them to my collection. Well, can you imagine . . .’
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*


Another distinguished early influence was Archibald Belaney, a British conservationist better known as Grey Owl. Together with Richard, David attended a lecture by Grey Owl, at De Montfort Hall, Leicester.


Richard remembered that David was ‘bowled over by the man’s determination to save the beaver, by his profound knowledge of the flora and fauna of the Canadian wilderness and by his warnings of ecological disaster should the delicate balance between them be destroyed’.


He added that ‘the idea that mankind was endangering nature by recklessly despoiling and plundering its riches was unheard of at the time, but it is one that has remained part of Dave’s own credo to this day’.


It also had an influence on Richard: in 1999 he directed a film about Belaney, called Grey Owl, starring Pierce Brosnan in the title role.


*


David Attenborough has retained his sense of childlike wonder through the years. Although he has devoted his life to exploring the planet, he wishes he had explored less of it than he has. ‘I wish the world was twice as big – and half of it was still unexplored,’ he once explained.


School days


David was sent to a local school in Leicester, Wyggeston Grammar School for Boys. His parents did not believe in sending their children off to boarding school, something so many households did at the time. Instead, they preferred to keep their beloved offspring closer to home.


‘My parents were great supporters of grammar – as opposed to boarding – schools and took the view that they had not brought a child into the world to send him off into the care of strangers,’ he said.


*




DID YOU KNOW?


In 2015, Attenborough opened a school building known as the Attenborough Building in Richmond-upon-Thames. It was built for the school’s sixth-formers, who were thrilled by his visit on the opening day.





*


Fittingly, given the educational blood that runs through his veins, Attenborough is full of admiration for those who taught him as a child. He was at school during the early years of World War II, which meant ‘everyone of military age was in the services, so most of the teachers were elderly’, he said.


‘I was astonished even then how much time all the teachers devoted to us kids, giving up their evenings to help us,’ he reflected.


*


He also has a lot of time for the teachers of today. In 2019, he praised the teachers of the 21st century for the leading role they have played on the issue of single-use plastic.


‘Primary school teachers have got hold of this and they have instructed their classes,’ he said. ‘I get 30 letters a day, of which a high proportion are from children. They’ve learned about it at school. So thank you, primary school teachers, for what they’re doing.’


*


Many people of his generation despair of younger people but Attenborough does not. He believes that the younger generation are more concerned about the future of the planet – and not just out of self-interest. ‘Young people – they care,’ he said. ‘They know that this is the world that they’re going to grow up in, that they’re going to spend the rest of their lives in. But, I think it’s more idealistic than that. They actually believe that humanity, human species, has no right to destroy and despoil regardless.’


*


However, his early years at Wyggeston Grammar were not always smooth for Attenborough, whose school reports would sometimes make such observations as: ‘Good work, spoilt by silly behaviour.’


He has admitted that he found some subjects pointless. ‘There was so much rote learning; I can still say, “Amo, amas, amat, amamus, amatis, amant”, but God knows what that has done for me,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t interested in most of the subjects we had to study. I defy anybody to be interested in Latin declensions or French irregular verbs.’


*


But when he reached sixth form, a new teacher entered his life, and positively kindled Attenborough’s passion for learning.


The teacher, Horace Lacey, taught Attenborough biology ‘with gusto’, he said. Lacey was ‘a stocky man who walked like a gamecock with his head turned to one side, and he had wiry, frizzy hair’. Lacey’s enthusiasm for his subject ‘spilled over’, said Attenborough.


Indeed, although Attenborough admitted to being ‘not in the least interested in steam engines’, he was taken in by Lacey’s stories about Sir Nigel Gresley, the engineer who designed and built locomotives for the Great Western Railway/London and North Eastern Railway. His teacher’s ‘sheer infectious enthusiasm made me seem delighted by it all’, remembered the former pupil.
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When Lacey retired, Attenborough, who was by now famous, was invited to the school prize day. ‘It was my first opportunity to say thank you to him,’ he remembered. ‘I started off on a eulogy of dear old Horace, going on about how good he was, but was suddenly completely thrown when I glanced toward him across the school hall and saw he was so moved that his shoulders were wracked with sobs.’


*


The school used streaming, which separated pupils based on their intelligence. Attenborough described this system without any sentiment.


‘If you were extremely bright, you took classics; if you were extremely thick, you did woodwork,’ he said. ‘In between was science, then modern languages. I was in the science stream.’


*


Another teacher who was particularly influential taught Attenborough after school. Frederick, Attenborough’s father, discovered that one of the masters at University College, Leicester, where Frederick was the principal, had previously studied geology at university. He proved to have an important role in the life of the future national treasure.


‘His name was J R Cottrill and he was teaching physics at the time, but he saw me after school and guided my interest and advised me which books to read, which was very helpful,’ said Attenborough.


The school had ‘a good amateur dramatic society’ in which he was involved, ‘though not to the degree that my brother Richard was’, said David. ‘We did a lot of Gilbert and Sullivan,’ he said. ‘I can still sing the whole of the first act of HMS Pinafore, playing all the parts, without pausing for breath.’


*


As the brothers grew up, moments of mischief between them were far from unheard of. For instance, Richard once locked David in a padded cell in the former Leicestershire and Rutland County Lunatic Asylum, now part of the University of Leicester’s campus and called the Fielding Johnson Building.


*




DID YOU KNOW?


When the Welsh island of Skomer featured on Attenborough’s Wild Isles series in 2023, the broadcast led to a surge in visitor numbers. ‘It’s great that the series is making more people realize that we have really amazing wildlife right here,’ said a thrilled local warden.





In 1941, Attenborough’s father received three geological specimens: one of shale and two of quartz. In a letter of thanks to their sender, Lieutenant Colonel Neame of Collycroft House, Frederick revealed that he’d passed them on to his son, David.


‘I cannot tell you just where they have come from and I doubt whether it is possible to do so since they are specimens of rocks which are fairly widely distributed,’ he wrote. ‘My son, however, is very glad to have them; he has labelled them and added them to his collection.’


*


A year later, Frederick wrote to the Secretaries of the Geological Society of London concerning an education scheme he’d been told about. Again, David loomed large in his missive. ‘I am personally interested because my son, who is now sixteen, hopes to become a Geologist,’ he said.


*


Attenborough might have something of a saintly reputation now but he has admitted to being a little cheeky as a child. He even cut some corners at school. For instance, during a visit to Bradgate Park in Leicester, he confessed to cheating to get top marks in a biology exam, and helping his classmates to do the same. It all started with a stroke of luck when a caretaker left a tin marked ‘zoology practical’ on a desk.


Attenborough seized the chance to discover what the exam would be about. ‘I picked it up and shook it. It rattled so I knew it was crayfish,’ he said. ‘I knew where I could get crayfish – the stream at Bradgate Park, so I headed there. I told all the other boys.’


[image: images]


This gave the whole class the chance to practise on crayfish and they got distinctions in the exam. Attenborough remembered how their teacher was quite overwhelmed and told the boys: ‘You are the most brilliant class I’ve ever had.’


*


Another of Frederick’s letters shows that he withheld consent for his son to enrol in the AA Battery of the Home Guard during World War II, as he felt David might be moving in a different direction. ‘I regret that I must withhold consent for my son D. F. Attenborough to enrol,’ wrote the father in 1944, because ‘he is to take the Higher Schools Certificate Examination shortly and his future plans are uncertain.’


*




DID YOU KNOW?


RRS Sir David Attenborough, a polar research vessel owned by the Natural Environment Research Council and operated by the British Antarctic Survey for the purposes of both research and logistic support, was named after him. She began her sea trials on 21 October 2020. The ship is about 125m (410ft) long, with a beam of about 24m (79ft). The draught is about 7m (23ft) with a planned cruising speed of 13 knots (24kph or 15mph) and a range of 19,000 nautical miles (35,000km or 22,000 miles) at that speed.
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*


Attenborough has built a gloriously mixed fan base. Who else is admired across so many generations? For the man himself, this is because the very topic he is dealing in is one of inevitable universal concern. ‘My stock-in-trade is appreciated by kids of seven and professors of seventy and everything in between,’ he has said.


*


Sir David has shown great compassion for animals and that compassionate streak was something he inherited from his mother and father.


Frederick and Mary organized committees to care for child refugees from the Spanish Civil War and Nazi Germany, and they also took into the family two Jewish refugee children, Helga and Irene Bejach, who remained as the boys’ adopted sisters for eight years.
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