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Sinclair McKay has written books on subjects ranging from the codebreakers of Bletchley Park to the evolution of rambling and the political manoeuvres behind the Battle of Britain; the linking thread being social history. In 2017 Headline published the Sunday Times bestselling Bletchley Park Brainteasers which has sold almost 200,000 copies. McKay is also the author of the bestselling The Secret Life of Bletchley Park, Dresden: The Fire and the Darkness, Secret Service Brainteasers, The Scotland Yard Puzzle Book and The Tower of London Puzzle Book. He writes for the Spectator and the Telegraph and spends much of his like eyebrow-deep in dusty archives! He lives in the shadow of Canary Wharf in east London.









Praise for Sinclair McKay:


‘The Secret Life of Bletchley Park seems a remarkably faithful account of what we did, why it mattered, and how it all felt at the time by someone who couldn’t possibly have been born then.’ The Guardian


‘Bletchley Park Brainteasers is outrageously difficult but utterly fascinating.’ The Express


‘Disturbing and compelling in equal measure. Sinclair McKay brings a dark subject vividly to life in Dresden.’ Keith Lowe, author of Savage Continent and The Fear and the Freedom


‘Sinclair McKay’s account of this secret war of the airwaves in Secret Listeners is as painstakingly researched and fascinating as his bestselling The Secret Life Of Bletchley Park, and an essential companion to it.’ Daily Mail


‘Powerful . . . there is rage in his ink. McKay’s Dresden grips by its passion and originality. Some 25,000 people perished in the firestorm that raged through the city. I have never seen it better described.’ Max Hastings, Sunday Times
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About the Book


Discover locations full of history and intrigue where the bravest men and women performed top secret work in the fight to win the Second World War.


Up and down the UK, these hidden and unsuspecting bases now offer a unique glimpse into a world characterised by resolute minds and tight-lipped confidentiality.


From the outset of the war, most of Britain felt like a mystery even to those who lived there. All road and railway signs were removed up and down the country to thwart potential enemy spies. An invisible web of cunning spread across the United Kingdom; secret laboratories were hidden in marshes, underground bases were built to conceal key strategic plans and grand contry houses became secret and silent locations for eccentric boffins to do their confidential cryptography work.


In Secret Britain, Sinclair McKay maps out the UK through the hidden bases and battlegrounds that for the most part were kept under the Official Secrets Act until 1975. From secret wildernesses where rockets were launched into the skies to the underground tube stations commandeered for control rooms to factories hidden deep beneath the ground, there is still so much to uncover and explore.
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Introduction


If you take a bracing walk along the clifftops of Dorset, looking out at the vast expanse of blue ocean, on one stretch of the path you might see an elegant abstract sculpture on a plinth. It is made up of intertwining bands of gold, suggestive of a radar dish. On this spot, in the summer of 1940, scientists perfected a miracle to help save the nation from invasion. Elsewhere, in quiet Bedfordshire, there is a gravely dignified stately home, which, from 1939, played host to a brilliant crowd of young women who were engaged in life-or-death work which had consequences right the way across the world. On a trip to London, a ramble through a slightly rackety 1930s-built suburb near Wembley will bring you within view of a large institutional-looking redbrick building which rarely merits a second glance. And yet it was here, in the twilight of the Second World War, that the future age of computers was forged by a handful of people who barely comprehended the full epoch-changing significance of what was happening.


What these – and a huge number of other sites dotted up and down the length of the UK – have in common was that they were once places of top secrecy. From busy research stations to laboratories where boffins set about trying to create ‘death rays’, there were super-restricted clandestine houses and huts and stretches of open moorland that were strictly forbidden for the general public. There were bases from which vast battles were directed, institutions where astounding espionage gadgets and explosive sabotage equipment were perfected and tested and stretches of beautiful wilderness that became roaring battlegrounds, where deadly serious rehearsals for war were played out. There were corners of the country where the curious were not even allowed a glimpse. But now the public is allowed. And there is an entire country of secrets to be explored.


For quite a long time, eerie inner-city bombsites and derelict airfields covered with weeds and rubble were the chief landmarks of Britain’s war years. Haunting visual reminders of ordeal and heroism: however, thanks to the gradual relaxation of the Official Secrets Act in specific historic cases, there are now many other kinds of war landmarks – some hugely uplifting and quirky and celebratory – that are now accessible and open. For a long time, some were overlooked altogether; most of us wouldn’t have known they had played a part in the conflict at all.


For instance, few would have thought much of the entrance of an old disused London underground station in Mayfair – yet it was here where Churchill used to come at night to visit the secret subterranean operations base for the nation’s railways. He also came in order to have some thinking time away from the War Rooms, and to avail himself of a splendidly large bathtub to be found in a side tunnel. Equally, walkers in the Quantock Hills today would scarcely register the concrete remains of a small hill-top bunker dug into the earth and yet it was from here that improbably, on the darkest nights, German bombers above were tricked and dazzled with pyrotechnic effects.


Even familiar landmarks, such as the splendour of Blenheim Palace in Oxfordshire and the stern and austere Wormwood Scrubs prison in west London, have layers of hidden wartime history echoing within their walls. In both these cases, it was the intrigue and ingenuity of espionage. But in all of these instances, the paramount need for secrecy obscured all. Nor did anyone quite know when this secrecy should stop. And so, it was only in more recent years that large numbers of these brilliant Second World War sites began to reveal their extraordinary stories.


Secrecy was something that the British public turned out to have a terrific talent for (unlike their American counterparts, who were as leaky as colanders when it came to hush-hush matters). When war came on 3 September 1939, one of the government’s first moves was to alert the public to the idea that there could be undercover Nazi spies moving among them, in every town, every village, every office and every pub and cinema. Ministers got to work on the propaganda that would ensure caution. They commissioned a series of posters with cartoons painted by artist Cyril Bird that were witty and effective. They depicted men and women either in the saloon bar, or in trains, or in factories, all crowding in for chinwags about their war work. And the tagline was always the same: ‘Careless Talk Costs Lives’. The government launched what it termed an ‘anti-gossip’ campaign. The aim was to inform the working population that any scrap of information shared could give a German spy a great advantage in the war. And it worked: the British were swiftly trained into the habit of super-secrecy.


In 1939, this veil of discretion was lowered over the railways and the roads too. Platform station-names were removed and signposts were taken down. The aim was to disorientate possible German infiltrators and the fact that it also confused everyone else was neither here nor there. For the point was that the population broadly approved of this new approach to life; it made people feel they were making a palpable contribution to the war effort.


And more than that, for the many thousands of young people recruited into secret work – from radio interception and scientific research to the hiding of priceless works of art – there was also an intense pride. When they went home on leave and when family and friends badgered them for clues about what they were doing, they could reply with some dignity that they were sworn to secrecy by the Crown. Indeed, for the small army of teenage radio fanatics recruited to help harvest German messages, this was every bit as good as the fictional espionage sagas that they devoured at the time.


It wasn’t just roads and railways; entire swathes of the British landscape also became top secret. Stately homes deep in the countryside were requisitioned and turned to a wide range of hidden purposes, as the villagers round and about fruitlessly tried to guess. Meanwhile, beneath the streets of major cities, old brick tunnel systems were extended and given a variety of amazing uses, from factories to intelligence nerve centres.


And now, decades later, the landscape of Secret Britain is emerging from the shadows. We can go on a journey to visit the lonely coastal laboratories, the remote moorland turned into combat training grounds, the estuary where rocket experiments were carried out and the strange earthworks burrowed beneath forests, some of which are still only just being uncovered, and which are found to still contain bedding and tins. There’s a whole world of Second World War history out there ready to be explored.


A few of these formerly secret sites have recently been basking in fame having received belated tribute. Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire is the most lustrous example. In the grounds of this slightly drab Victorian country house was arguably one of the greatest secrets of the Second World War, a codebreaking operation so brilliantly successful that on a daily basis its intelligence was helping to change the course of the conflict. In and around the estate worked young women and men, from mathematicians to poets to Wrens who were cryptic crossword enthusiasts. All signed the Official Secrets Act. All were required to say not one word about what they had done – in theory, for the rest of their lives. Thankfully, we are now able to tell their stories and commemorate their incredible ingenuity and achievements.


The story of Secret Britain is in part a celebration. There are tales of brilliant inventiveness and beguiling quirkiness to be told, from a boffin in a secret hut jumping out of his skin as a bullet from an enemy aircraft ricocheted around his metal filing cabinet, to the women in a secret bunker who were ceremonially hoisted up and turned upside down so that they could plant their footsteps on the ceiling as initiation. There are stories of the most intense endeavour, where young women in hidden underground bunkers intently listened through the night to decipher messages from enemy ships knowing that one tiny mistake could bring disaster and death. Elsewhere, ordinary people were being trained in country houses to become saboteurs and killers – and sometimes being ordered to drink vast quantities of alcohol to monitor how they would keep their heads if entrapped in enemy honey-traps.


But this wartime story also makes us look at the land itself with fresh eyes too. In a time when we have all been emerging from restricted lives and discovering a new and keener appetite to explore corners of the country that had been forbidden by lockdown, there are extra reasons to relish the rich layers of the past. Now we have the renewed freedom to do so, this is a wonderful time to set out and enjoy – for instance – the silvery dunes of the storm-blown north Devon coast, where secret rehearsals for D-Day were carried out. Or to immerse ourselves in the soft emerald and chalk undulations of Dorset, where a beautiful hamlet was sacrificed for vital training manoeuvres. Or to join tours to investigate the ghostly abandoned London Underground stations that can still, just about, be glimpsed from the windows of today’s trains.


This is a story of how even in a landscape that is timelessly exquisite, history has many more surprises to yield up, making us appreciate it all the more.









SECRET WILDERNESSES
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The Dark Highlands


Arisaig, Inverness-shire


The men and women who were brought here were being taught to kill. Yet even the most hardened recruits must have been struck by the almost other-worldly beauty of these training grounds. The gentle fir-bristling slopes rising in the distance towards mountains that filled the sky, the fresh, rippling cold waters of the loch, reflected glittering blue under sunshine and the salt air carrying news of the wider oceans beyond. Then there was the house. A large manor with ash-granite dignity, its thick walls suggestive of protection and warmth. But for the young recruits to the Special Operations Executive, the life that lay ahead held very little prospect of comfort. And their deadly rehearsals here were easy to keep a secret, for this was one of the least populated areas of the British Isles. That remains the case today, except for the hardy visitors and intrigued tourists.


Arisaig is in the north-west of Scotland, a grassy peninsula before the dreamier prospect of Skye and the Hebrides. It was to this place that the extraordinarily courageous agents of the Special Operations Executive – Churchill’s ‘Ministry of Ungentlemanly Warfare’ – were brought by rail from Glasgow’s Buchanan Street. The line lazily follows the edges of Loch Lomond before pushing into the wilder lands beyond.


And Arisaig House was where trainee secret agents were taught the final flourishes of sabotage and self-defence – from the arts of explosives to the fine-tuning of Morse code and telegraphy, to effective camouflage. The Special Operations Executive had been commissioned to ‘set Europe ablaze’1 through subversion and direct action. But their reach spread further into Africa, and on to the Far East. These women and men, operating far from any notion of safety or sanctuary and often alone or with clandestine local resistance, were sabotaging railway lines and planting explosives ingeniously disguised as potatoes. They also were transmitting intelligence from radios cunningly designed to resemble logs and branches. To be caught was to face torture and – very often – death. All recruits knew the hideous risks. Arisaig was where they were tutored in endurance and the wiles to evade the enemy’s lethal clutches. Dodging across this rugged countryside were recruits such as Virginia Hall (who had a prosthetic leg after having accidentally shot herself in the foot a few years earlier), an eastern European aristocrat called Krystyna Skarbek (described by pioneering SOE spymaster Vera Atkins as ‘very brave, very attractive, but a law unto herself’2) and a man who was to serve as part-inspiration for Ian Fleming’s James Bond, the writer Patrick Leigh-Fermor.
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Isolated beauty: Loch nan Uamh, Arisaig.


For some SOE agents, this corner of Scotland marked the turning point in the way that they would see the world for the rest of their lives. Recruits such as Harry Ree, a young schoolmaster from Lancashire, went from here out to a world that was vivid and terrifying, filled with the starkest reality about betrayal and faithfulness and human morality. Arisaig was a portal – not only elemental and raw in terms of landscape but leading to a landscape of war in which the most ordinary people could either be monsters or saints. To train among these wilds was to be given just the most fleeting taste of true, frightening human vulnerability and isolation, for once these secret operatives were then parachuted into France, Greece and elsewhere into the darkest regions of the war, all they were left with were their wits and self-reliance.


Some of the female recruits to SOE were later to be justly celebrated for their incredible bravery and sacrifice. Women such as Violette Szabo and the above-mentioned Virginia Hall and Krystyna Skarbek are inspirational to this day. But before they were sent into Nazi-occupied Europe to fulfil their missions (of which we will read more shortly), they passed through Arisaig House.


If you received the tap on the shoulder as a possible recruit to SOE, there was a short course of initial training at Wanborough, an Elizabethan house in Surrey. As well as the expected cross-country dashes and map-reading tests, there were more unexpected challenges, including drinking ordeals. How much booze could a candidate imbibe while still keeping a level analytical head and a firmly closed mouth? Those who passed the aptitude tests then boarded those north-facing trains to a house that was wreathed in a Scottish mist of obscurity. Just a couple of stops before the end of the line – and the open sea – at Mallaig, the recruits entered a new and much more dangerous world. Here they would be expected to not merely survive, but to succeed.


Indeed, even before they left that unheated train, there was every chance that they would have found themselves under attack. Trainee agents already at Arisaig were sometimes ordered to hijack the Fort William to Mallaig service as essential exercises.


One of the arms instructors at Arisaig who tutored these new young people in the subtleties of gunplay was Gavin Maxwell, who would later become celebrated for his much-loved 1960 nature book Ring of Bright Water, involving wild otters raised as pets. Here, amid the richness of the natural world that he loved, he was imparting the knowledge on the sharpest and fastest ways to kill.


There were more silent means of vanquishing the enemy. Two veterans of the Shanghai Police were at Arisaig to teach the most effective means of prevailing in knife fights. William Fairburn and Bill Sykes, who in previous incarnations had fought the bloodthirsty criminal gangs of Shanghai, went so far as to jointly develop what they considered the ne plus ultra of fighting daggers. It was amid the scented pines and firs surrounding the house that their flesh-slicing technique was taught. While regular soldiers had the closeness of comradeship, these agents had to establish their own moral certainties and establish complete independence.


Arisaig House, built in 1863, had been requisitioned from its smart owner almost as soon as war was declared in September 1939. This property – and many others located across the Highlands – ushered in not just British recruits, but Poles and Czech agents too. They were eventually to be infiltrated deep into hostile territory across Europe, into landscapes that were fiercer and wilder than the Scottish land they trained on. Here at Arisaig they would learn to negotiate mountains with complex equipment, guns and explosives, and since the surrounding area was under Special Protection, not even the Highland locals knew truly what any of them were up to. The agents-to-be were billeted not at the house itself, but in smaller properties close by. A hut within the grounds of Arisaig was used not for accommodation, but for terrifying interrogations. A purpose-built cell to give the spies a taste of what would happen if they were captured, and to try to impart rudimentary means of resisting giving out any intelligence.


Compared to the reality of what the Gestapo could offer – not merely in terms of inflicting agony but in using that publicly paraded agony to then put pressure on suspected associates – training could only ever impart a forewarning of the horrific reality. But to have got this far within the entire induction, the recruits had proved their implacable determination.


Sometimes these women and men were recruited because of their heritage and their dexterity with languages. Sometimes it was because it was clear that their extreme zeal to defeat the Nazis would have been wasted in passive roles in aeroplane factories. Violette Szabo was such an example. Born in Paris in 1921 to a French mother and English father, she came to live in London in 1932. As war broke out, she was working in a department store in the unglamorous district of Brixton. It was after the war broke out that she met her husband to be, Etienne Szabo. Their courtship was a whirlwind; marriage was swift, and so too was the tragedy brought by the tempest of war. He was killed in north Africa, leaving Violette with a baby daughter.
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A portrait of courage: British–French Special Operations Executive agent Violette Reine Elizabeth Szabo.


Rather than succumbing to grief, Violette was instead seized by the compulsion to avenge him. By this stage working at a plant in Morden, south London, her effortless bilingualism was noted. Following an interview with the recruiter (and novelist) Selywn Gypson, she was inducted into training.


Women were expected to endure as much physical hardship as the men at Arisaig – the all-night manoeuvres on the freezing moonlit hills, and the exacting tutorials on the use of everything from pistols to machine guns to high explosives. There were also more specialised skills to be learned such as the correct way to blow up railway lines (these laid for purpose, not the ones running to Mallaig, thankfully). In the case of Szabo, who was twice parachuted into Nazi occupied France to organise sabotage and to work with the Maquis (the rural bands of French resistance fighters), Arisaig was a sort of university of the espionage dark arts. In amid all the other paramilitary training, she was also a brilliant markswoman. Indeed, she was reckoned to have been one of the very best shots to have trained at Arisaig. On her second mission into the field, Szabo’s exceptional courage led her into an extraordinary gun battle in a field with German troops. As it intensified, she was providing cover for fleeing Maquisards but in the end, because of an earlier injury to her ankle, she could not escape herself. She was captured and withstood brutal torture. She was transferred to Ravensbruck concentration camp where she continued to defy her sociopathic captors, but cruelly in the end she was executed. Her daughter Tania, who had been billeted with childminders, would in 1946 be invited as a four-year-old to Buckingham Palace to receive her mother’s posthumous George Cross from King George VI.


Another female agent, the Polish countess Krsytyna Skarbek (who adopted the alias Christine Grenville while escaping Nazi-occupied Hungary and then kept the name thereafter) was hugely enthusiastic about parachute jumping and extreme skiing, and she was luckier in her terrifying wartime exploits deep in France (working under moonlight to ensure smuggled arms got to the Resistance) and on sabotage and subversion operations in the Alps. She had returned from earlier missions into central Europe and north Africa with microfilms proving that Hitler was poised to invade the Soviet Union. But she was treated abominably after the war; the authorities declared they had no further use for her and did not see why she shouldn’t be deported to the now Soviet Poland. This would have meant her having to face Stalin’s death squads. She escaped that fate but was later to be murdered by an unhinged lover in the foyer of a London hotel.


One of the more extraordinary undercover episodes of the war was in part made possible by Arisaig. Arriving at the estate in the winter of 1941 were a handful of exiled Czech soldiers. Two in particular, Jozef Gabcik and Jan Kubis, were selected for a high-profile assassination mission. Their target: the Nazi Reinhard Heydrich, also known as the ‘Butcher of Prague’3 and the Protector of Bohemia and Moravia. In the spring of 1942, having been infiltrated into Czechoslovakia, the assassins targeted Heydrich in his open-topped car. The resulting explosion caused ‘the Butcher’ agonising injuries and a lingering death. But the Nazi reprisals, involving thousands of arrests and murders of suspected dissidents, were appalling. The two agents themselves, with a group of Czech comrades, were soon hunted down, and both died after a vicious gun battle in a Prague cathedral.


Then there were agents like Harry Ree, who survived his war, and who returned thereafter to his first love of teaching. His school was a comprehensive in a deeply deprived area of north-east London. Throughout his time working with factions of the French resistance – successfully destroying factories, blocking a busy working canal with a hijacked vehicle, and carrying out many other acts of sabotage besides – he had formed many close friendships with people whom he remembered as being exceptional for their very ordinariness. This was not a war where heroes fitted an archetype. The genuine heroes, with illimitable courage and fortitude, were the women and men who would never usually have received a second glance and who were certainly not extroverted.


Arisaig was not the only Highlands secret site. Nearby, SOE had commandeered houses such as Rhubana Lodge, Inverailort Castle (the SOE’s first site) and, in the Cairngorms to the east, an estate called Drumintoul. This was chosen for a highly specific reason: training SOE agents to operate in the freezing whiteness of Norway. Here amid these high mountains was a landscape every bit as sharp and icy and unyielding as the one that the agents were going to face in the field. And these agents would be on one of the defining missions of the war: sabotaging Nazi progress towards the atomic bomb by raiding a Norwegian heavy water plant called Vemork. ‘Heavy water’ was an engineered liquid designed to slow down neutrons and it created a means whereby uranium could be transformed to plutonium, one of the crucial materials for creating atomic blasts.


Many of the agents were Norwegians who had succeeded in escaping the Nazi invasion to form a resistance. Though they passed through Arisaig, these agents learned the craft of handling explosives more thoroughly amid the snowy moors of Drumintoul. The base helped sharpen their cross-country skiing skills, which were needed to get away from the pursuing enemy once the heavy water plant had been comprehensively destroyed.


Despite the intense secrecy that was cloaked over Arisaig throughout the war, its history has been quietly marked. The village itself now has a memorial specifically for the Czech and Slovak soldiers who were trained there. A half-opened parachute in grey granite gives way to honoured names, and the code-terms for their missions. In addition, a local museum bears exhibits and photographs from a time when Arisaig’s children must have been completely agog with curiosity about all the activity around the large handsome house, screened with vast rhododendrons.


And the house itself wears its legacy lightly: its latest incarnation (although it is currently up for sale) was as a smart and relaxed hotel, a symphony of tartan and leather armchairs. The sort of creature comforts that those 3,000 courageous SOE trainee agents that passed through here would have sighed for.


HOW TO GET THERE


Arisiaig lies on the A830. The nearest big town, Fort William, is about an hour’s drive away. Though it might be worth bearing in mind that the train journey, involving moors and mountains and lochs and viaducts, is beautiful. Arisaig station is roughly five hours’ journey from Glasgow Queen Street.









The Rockets in the Dunes


Ynyslas, near Borth, Dyfed


These vast sand dunes, a maze with twisting hollows, lie between the silver Atlantic and the rich green hills of the wide Dyfi estuary. This is the very centre of the coastline of Wales. Look north and you will see the distant mountains. The sand dunes themselves are consistently restless with the wind and the crying birds, and yet they are also a sanctuary of peace. This was not always the case. One might imagine that it would be rather difficult to keep war research involving roaring rockets a secret. Yet in 1945, towards the end of the war, the dunes of Ynyslas played host to a most remarkable convocation of scientific minds and eager volunteer ATS (Auxiliary Territorial Service) women. Extraordinarily – thanks to obliging locals in the nearby coastal village of Borth – their research remained confidential and indeed had a bearing on post-war rocket work.


‘The sea and the estuary were used for testing different types of firing shells,’ recalled ATS volunteer Margaret Herterich years later. ‘The girls, smartly dressed in black reefer jackets and berets, were placed at different observation posts around the area where we read off bearings and information from our equipment.’4 Occasionally, the reward for this very precise confidential work in sometimes wild conditions was an immensely civilised tea on board a naval craft moored in the Estuary. Yet there was nothing remotely whimsical about the task in hand.
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A real blast: out on the shore with Women’s ATS personnel.


One of the aims of the rocket scientists of Ynyslas was to find a means of countering and matching Hitler’s ‘Vengeance’ or V-weapons: the lethal missile and rockets that, from the summer of 1944, began falling from the sky and bringing death without warning to busy streets and terraces in the Home Counties. While the Nazis had dedicated rocket technology obsessives like the aristocratic scientist Werner von Braun, the British, though not as advanced, were also exploring the possibilities of sending weapons high into the stratosphere. Sir Alwyn D. Crow, the Director of Guided Projectiles at the Ministry of Supply, was the mastermind who sought to bring other experts to a brand-new secret launching site in the west of Wales.


Those who received the summons included scientists from Frank Whittle’s Power Jets (Research and Development) and Laporte Chemicals, as well as fuel companies and radar departments (to track the progress of the test rockets). In all, there were some forty scientists and around 200 ATS women. In amid the wide dunes and grassy hummocks that ran from the beach and stretched inland along the reedy estuary, there were specially constructed launching ramps and towers. It was a mini Cape Kennedy, utilitarian but at the same time surrounded by lush beauty.


And this was one of the more congenial secret sites of the war. Operating towards the end of the conflict, those who worked there must have had their minds already fixed on the world that was to come after victory. In addition to this, there is something about this landscape even in the winter that causes the heart to skitter a little with enthusiasm for life, especially when the westward skies form steel grey curtains that bring biblical rainstorms to the yellow sands.


Despite the relative remoteness, this part of Wales was by no means distant from the war. Right from the start, the nearby seaside holiday town of Aberystwyth had been playing host to a variety of evacuated students from the University of London, who themselves were graduating to the war effort. One such English Literature scholar, Mavis Batey, was drawn into the gravitational pull of Bletchley Park (see ‘An Asylum for Geniuses’, p.201). A few miles down the coast from this stood the airstrips of RAF Aberporth, which had – on top of its other military responsibilities – seen a variety of airborne experiments and some missile launches of its own. Cardigan Bay, further south, also saw a huge amount of weapons testing. The nature of the new technology of rockets, however, meant that a heavier burden of total secrecy lay over Ynysglas. The experiments were the precursors to grander post-war scientific endeavours, in particular the efforts to develop a rocket system known as Blue Streak.


The top-secret Ynysglas rocket range lay some distance off the main road between Aberystwyth and inland Machynlleth, yet for the scientists and the ATS women, escape was also possible by railway from Borth station, further up the dunes. A little over two hours on the train and they could be in Birmingham. The location meant that rockets could also be brought in and kept aboard ships that floated in the wide estuary of the River Dyfi. Also useful, in terms of rocket landings, were the vast mudflats that lay between Ynysglas and the northerly coastline.


The local people would be largely left to guess at the nature of the work hidden behind the barbed-wire enclosures around the dunes. This part of Wales – Welsh-speaking, largely rural – was phlegmatic about the distant roars and booms. Indeed, in the wilder winter nights, when storms raged in across the Atlantic, the sounds of war and the boom of nature might have been difficult to distinguish.


The facilities at Ynysglas were as sparse as the open landscape: brick-built huts, and the use of an old house lying a little way from the beach. Some other houses close by were used to billet some staff. The wider area became home to some enthusiastic newcomers. Sidney Arthur, who hailed from London’s East End, and who had worked at the Dagenham Car Works before the war, had been pulled into munitions. Eventually, he and his family including their young daughter Colleen, moved to Borth. The little girl knew nothing of what was happening at Ynysglas, apart from a curious clue that came on VE Day in 1945 when there was a sudden a series of startlingly loud pops and explosions from the direction of the sand dunes.


Several women were there to carry out tests by capturing the flights of rockets on film: this was so that they could be more closely studied. Margaret Herterich recalled the need for her to develop expertise not only as a scientific cinemaphotographer, but also with the maddening mathematics of weighting the huge cameras with ropes and pulleys to better follow the trajectories of fired missiles. This was a world in which the finest calculations of trigonometry had to be conducted in frequently unforgiving weather conditions. Projectiles were fired, their courses filmed as far as was possible. The film was then taken to an on-camp darkroom (more brick and concrete huts) and the results then studied by platoons of pipe-smoking officers and scientists. At the end of it all, when the war was over and advanced rocket technology needed even more room for testing, some of the young women were thrilled to be asked if they would like to continue their work right the way across the world under the more dependable sunshine of Woomera in Australia.
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The secret of sands: the beautiful submerged forest of Borth at low tide.


And the dunes themselves are now a rightly celebrated site, teeming with wildlife and the fascinating echoes of natural history. There are larks in the blowy skies above and out in the far waves, dolphins and porpoises are often seen. The dunes and the saltmarshes around are rich in rare insects, wildflowers and orchids. Nesting deep in those gulleys of sand can be found birds such as stone-chats, linnets and plovers. There is also a haunted remnant of centuries-old forest claimed by the sea and at low tide, the exposed tree trunks become visible from beneath the salt water. Meanwhile, the nearby village of Borth is a brightly painted prospect of sturdy nineteenth-century houses facing out over silken beaches. It is easy to imagine that if you were to be posted anywhere during the war, Borth must have seemed an unusually uplifting prospect, not least because the utilitarian base, concrete walls and bare brick huts were overwhelmed by the sheer force of natural beauty all around.


HOW TO GET THERE


The drive across the heart of Wales, while picturesque, is also quite twisty and turny. If possible, the train that runs from Shrewsbury to Aberstwyth is the more relaxing option, and the journey through the rich countryside of Machynlleth, opening out on to the Dyfi estuary, is especially hypnotic. Ynyslas can be reached via bus from Aberystwyth or Borth (Mid Wales Travel 512).









Rehearsals for a Bomber’s Moon


Derwent Valley, Derbyshire and South Yorkshire


The perspex was filtered blue and the goggles were amber. During the day, this was the most effective means of turning the sky dark and simulating moonlight. To fly low at great speeds across these bleak prehistoric moors, and then along the vast man-made courses of water, to the incongruously gothic towers marking the point where the water was held back, could hardly be kept a secret from the farmers and villagers who lived nearby. But they could not begin to speculate what, in 1943, the RAF was planning and why the huge reservoirs of the Derwent Valley were buzzing with so much noise. Top secrecy was vital. These RAF crews were not training for the bombing of German cities, but the specific targeting of gigantic dams in the Ruhr.


It is very far from being a secret now, of course. Indeed, immediately after the raid, all was known – and the 1955 film The Dam Busters ensured a full uncovering of the clandestine rehearsals Squadron 17 performed in the Derwent Valley. The film, starring Richard Todd, tells the story of their astounding feat and courage and was made partly on location in Durham. Nonetheless, in the twilight of the conflict, the well-established national habit of not asking questions was very much the case here, even as farmers sourly observed that the low-flying Lancasters were causing their cows to dry up with sheer fright.


Derwent and Howden dams, close to the city of Sheffield and high up near Dark Peak, lay in a twisting and turning valley that resembled the target in Germany. The slopes rising from the water bristled with fir trees and heather, and the higher spaces gave way to the rich peaty bogs of the moors. The area was sparsely populated. In fact, the coming of these reservoirs at the turn of the century had depleted the local population. In order for the Victorian engineers to create this large expanse of fresh water, the village of Derwent had to be sacrificed. Its cottages, eighteenth-century manor house and church were all drowned and the villagers were moved out to towns nearby. But the ghosts of their old homes sometimes make themselves known. When water levels drop, the ruined church spire and even some roofs can be glimpsed in those dark depths.
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